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A b s t r a c t
Since the publication of The Broken Windows Theory and further theoretical 
developments there has been the widespread idea that a vandalised neighbourhood 
covered with graffiti, litter, and broken windows, increases physical and social 
disorder, fear, unsafe feelings and crime. Most research efforts have attempted to 
elucidate the implications of physical and social incivilities in order to find straight 
and relatively easy ways of creating safer environments.
In this thesis such a standpoint is challenged. Here it is argued that if we are to 
explain people’s perceptions of safety about victimisation we cannot just rely on it 
being a function of perceptions of physical and social disorder but more importantly 
of risk perception. Thus, a less deterministic and simplistic approach incorporating 
psychological variables is needed.
This thesis critically analyses the theoretical frameworks traditionally used to explain 
fear of crime and perceptions of safety and puts forward a new conceptual model 
suggesting that risk perception partially mediates the relationship between 
perceptions of disorder and. safety. It incorporates personal, psychological, social, 
and contextual factors that are said to influence perceptions of safety about 
victimisation in residential neighbourhoods. In addition, the notion of disorder is 
revised.
Three empirical studies combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies were 
carried out to build each component of the model and test for the relationships 
proposed. Findings demonstrated that it is not the presence of incivilities what 
matters the most rather it is people in places what make us feel unsafe, and the 
physical environment provides cues that enable individuals to infer social attributes 
of places and people associated with those places.
Research results also confirmed that risk perception partially mediates the 
relationship between perceptions of disorder and safety. In short, the more 
disordered a place is perceived the more a person relies on the perception of risk to 
estimate how safe she or he might be. In this sense, the relationships established in 
the model were confirmed, except for the influence that socio-demographic
characteristics of the perceiver have in perceptions of safety since neither gender 
nor age or victimisation experience predicted perceptions of safety.
It is concluded that cues to danger and safety are neither self-evident nor in the 
environment but in people’s minds. It appears that what has guided designers, 
policy makers, police action plans, and even several researchers, for so many 
years, is now questioned.
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C h a p t e r  O ne
The research presented in this thesis looks into the relationship between 
environmental and psychological processes influencing people’s perceptions of 
safety about victimisation. It critically analyses theories and methods that have been 
traditionally used and puts forward an innovative model that integrates personal, 
environmental and psychological factors essential to fully understand perceptions of 
safety in residential areas.
This chapter presents the rationale to conduct the present investigation and 
describes the overall content of the thesis. The research question, hypotheses, 
aims, and objectives that drive the research are also addressed in this chapter.
1.1 Introduction to the Thesis
To paraphrase the widespread ideas that have developed over the last several 
decades, a vandalised neighbourhood, covered with graffiti and litter, is said to 
increase antisocial behaviour and crime, which in turn, evokes fear and unsafe 
feelings amongst residents and outsiders, even when actual crime is low. 
Supporters of this position assert that the costs of fear are not only economic but 
individual and societal: community cohesion and moral values are weakened, 
neighbourhood stability deteriorates, individual control is lost, physical disorder 
heightens, and consequently, crime rises. Recognition of such costs has widened to 
the point that researchers, policymakers, and even the media, are increasingly 
interested in research and implementing policies addressed to fear reduction and 
neighbourhood safety.
For instance, in its national crime survey the British government not only examines 
the amount of crime in England and Wales but also people's attitudes to crime, such 
as how much they fear crime and what measures they take to avoid it. Since 2001 a 
separate survey series, the Citizenship Survey (Home Office 2007-2008), has also 
been conducted to cover respondents' attitudes to their local area and antisocial 
behaviour. Furthermore, an Antisocial Behaviour Act (2003), a Respect Action Plan
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(2006), and a Cutting Crime Strategy (Home Office, 2007) were published in 
England as governmental initiatives to tackle anti-social behaviour such as difficult 
neighbours, rowdiness and nuisance, vandalism, litter and graffiti, yobbish 
behaviour, and intimidating groups taking over public spaces.
As examples of media concerns about crime and fear recent articles published in 
two well known British newspapers can be cited. The first one (Shepherds, 2009) 
describes a study conducted by a British research and consultancy firm to 
investigate the links between schools’ wider physical environment (and decline) and 
pupils’ behaviour and attainment. The second one (The Economist, 2008) discusses 
the results of a piece of research conducted to discover if signs of vandalism, litter 
and low-level law breaking change the way people behave. To a certain extent both 
articles support the idea that a decline in environmental quality elicits more crime 
and anti-social behaviour.
Underpinning the above examples is reliance upon literature primarily originating in 
criminological and sociological fields of research, from which tradition the most 
influential piece of work has been The Broken Windows Theory (BWT henceforth), 
formally developed1 by James Wilson and George Kelling in 1982. These authors 
argue that minor forms of public disorder such as litter dropping, vandalism, and 
graffiti, if unchecked, lead to more decay, unsafe feelings, and serious crime. 
According to Wilson and Kelling, the area becomes more vulnerable, people modify 
their behaviour and withdraw from the neighbourhood (physically and/or 
psychologically), “broken windows” or incivilities are more frequent, offenders find a 
good opportunity for crime, and consequently, people feel unsafe.
After the publication of the BWT not only policy makers and designers but several 
researchers from different disciplines adopted it and further investigated the 
implications of this idea. In some cases, advances were made e.g. Hunter in 1978 
coined the term symbols of incivilities to refer to the physical and social conditions of 
the place described by Wilson in 1975.
1 In 1975 James Wilson first outlined the BWT to explain why people were fearful of their safety when 
personal victimisation was rare. He argued that it is not just crimes what worries people but the hassles 
and the deteriorated social conditions that surround people’s daily life.
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Later LaGrange, Ferraro, and Supancic (1992) defined incivilities in a more precise 
way as low level breaches of community standards that signal an erosion of 
conventionally accepted norms and values” (p.312). Both, the term and its definition, 
have been highly influential amongst social and criminological researchers.
Scholars in the field hold that people perceiving more disorder in the neighbourhood 
are more concerned (worried or fearful) about their safety. Ordered places with 
signs of well maintained and beautified areas provide reassurance to people 
because these are signs of trustworthy neighbours, social control, and surveillance. 
On the contrary, disordered places are associated with fear and contain anxiety 
inducers, and are characterised by poor building design, dilapidation, deviant 
behaviour, and lack of social control. Disorder is a sign of vulnerability; it offers an 
invitation to offenders and further decay may follow as a consequence (Brown, 
Perkins, & Brown, 2004; Skogan, 1990; Taylor, 1987; Wilson & Kelling, 1982).
But what is disorder? Is disorder directly related to unsafe perceptions and fear as 
stated by the BWT and the incivilities thesis? Or is it that there are other 
psychological mechanisms that influence such relationships? These questions are a 
central concern of this thesis since often the terms incivilities and disorder are used 
interchangeably to refer to specific physical and social attributes of places such as 
dilapidation, broken windows, and graffiti, though in some other cases disorder 
seems to mean something different to incivilities.
Skogan (1991) for example uses the term disorder to refer to the physical and social 
incivilities commonly investigated without providing a clear definition of the term or 
making a distinction between incivilities and disorder. Nevertheless, he argues that 
disorder is a subjective construction that is socially determined; therefore, disorder is 
a relative concept. More recently Farrall, Gray, and Jackson (2007) defined disorder 
as “any aspect of the social and physical environment that indicates the observer 
(a) a lack of control and concern and (b) the values and intentions of others that 
share the space” (p.8).
Both definitions seem to suggest that on the one hand there are specific and general 
attributes of places which inform people about others and their values; and on the 
other, that a complex inferential process to recognise and interpret such attributes
3
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occurs. Notwithstanding this, empirical research in the field continues investigating 
the effect that certain incivilities have on perceptions of safety, when in fact disorder 
seems to be a different and wider concept. More research attempting to define 
disorder is needed.
Generally speaking, the BWT and further developments supporting it have been 
criticised for their physical determinism, and for not considering psychosocial and 
cultural aspects of disorder, fear and unsafe perceptions. It has been also 
recognised that conceptual and methodological problems have limited the progress 
in the field.
For example, participants’ understandings and views about disorder and crime have 
not been considered, and little conceptual and operational distinction between 
concepts such as worry, fear, safety, and risk, has been provided. As Hale (1996:6) 
notes: “There is considerable theoretical confusion concerning the meaning and 
measurement of fear of crime. Indeed it is arguable that many of the debates 
concerning the rationality of fear are due, at least in part, to this lack of clarity and a 
failure in many cases to distinguish between risk evaluation, worry and fear”.
One major methodological concern is that regarding the excessive use of surveys 
and the wording of questions used, as for instance, researchers ask about “crime” in 
general without specifying the type of offence; even more, only one or two questions 
about how safe/fearful/concerned do you feel walking around alone specially at night 
have been used. This has limited the progress in the field. Farrall, Bannister, Ditton, 
and Gilchrist (1997) point out that more innovative ways of measuring cognitive and 
affective elements of perceived safety yet combining quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies are needed.
Another critique to the BWT and the incivilities-disorder thesis is the fact that they 
have not been able to explain why fear seems to be greatest amongst those who 
perceive themselves to be most vulnerable, when in fact they are at least objective 
risk of victimisation such as women, the elderly, and racial minorities. Some authors 
argue that more psychological and social variables need to be considered if this 
question is to be answered (Farrall, Grey, & Jackson, 2007; Ferraro, 1995; Garofalo, 
1981; Innes & Jones, 2006; Jackson, 2002, 2008; Killias, 1990; LaGrange, Ferraro,
4
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& Supancic, 1992; Wilcox-Rountree & Land, 1996; Semmens, 2004; Warr, 1987). 
This shift in paradigm has been called the fear-risk paradox.
Most scholars working within a fear-risk paradox position concur that perceptions of 
safety are better explained by risk perception and not by incivilities as is believed by 
supporters of the BWT. Several factors have been identified as contributing to 
perceptions of safety such as a person’s demographic and physical attributes, the 
likelihood of occurrence and the seriousness of an offence, as well as one’s ability to 
control the offence and its consequences.
This then takes us to the question how is risk defined and further what relation does 
risk perception have with perceptions of disorder and safety? Regrettably, 
researchers supporting the fear-risk paradox have not clearly defined such concepts 
and the relationship between risk perception, disorder, and perceived safety has not 
been determined. Moreover, little and inconsistent empirical evidence to support 
their statements has been provided, hence its explanatory power is still limited. 
These questions and how research into this issue can explain perceptions of safety 
in residential areas are the central concern in this thesis.
In summary, despite research into perceptions of safety and fear of crime has 
offered some insight about the impact that disorder has in people’s perceptions of 
places, the theoretical and methodological approaches used have been criticised for 
being deterministic and inconsistent, and for not considering a psychosocial 
approach. It appears that what has guided designers, policy makers, police action 
plans, and even several researchers, for so many years is now questioned.
Some research findings show that people’s perceptions of disorder do not always 
match actual disorder, that disorder is a relative concept which is psychological and 
socio-cultural dependant, that psychological variables such as risk perception may 
better explain why people feel unsafe even when actual crime is low, and that 
theoretical frameworks and methods used have limited the progress in the field. 
Consequently, a paradigm shift is needed.
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As an attempt to contribute to the understanding of interpretive processes that occur 
when people assess places, this thesis introduces the risk perception approach and 
proposes a new conceptual model to explain the relationship between perceived 
disorder, risk perception and safety. From this point of view, risk perception is 
conceived as a multidimensional construct that reflects people’s subjective 
evaluation of hazards, which involves cognitive and affective processes that help 
people to understand and face risks. As it will be later discussed, the risk perception 
approach represents a psychological framework that has been largely used to 
explain how people perceive and understand risks but until now has not been 
incorporated into the research which looks at fear of crime.
The model introduced here is innovative and combines the broken windows theory, 
the incivilities-disorder thesis, and the risk perception approach which allows the 
present investigation to provide more precision to the conceptualisation of this 
problematic area. The introduction of this model represents a significant advance in 
the study of perceptions of disorder and safety in residential areas. New ways of 
measuring each construct in the model add to the strength of the research 
presented here. '
Having established that the key research question of this thesis is to identify and 
describe the relationship between environmental and psychological processes 
influencing people’s perceptions of safety about victimisation, the theoretical and 
empirical investigation presented here aims to map and explain the relationships 
between socio-demographic characteristics, environmental cues, risk perception 
and safety in residential neighbourhoods. This enables the construction of a model 
and the thesis presents work that tests predictions arising from the model.
More specifically, the objectives of this thesis are to:
• examine theories and criticisms in research into the field of fear of crime;
• introduce a psychological framework to better explain the relationship 
between perceived disorder and perceived safety in response to criticisms to 
the theoretical frameworks described in the literature review;
• construct and test a new conceptual model that links risk perception with 
perceived disorder and perceived safety; and,
6
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• develop new measures and techniques to investigate perceived disorder, risk 
and safety.
In order to achieve the aim and objectives stated above a number of conceptual and
empirical stages were undertaken:
1. In order to identify the relevant physical and social cues that contribute to 
perceptions of safety in residential neighbourhoods a critical analysis of the 
literature in the field was undertaken. Studies One and Two were designed to 
ascertain which and how much physical and social attributes of residential 
neighbourhoods contribute to perceptions of safety. Two hypotheses are 
postulated on this regard:
• H1: Physical characteristics of places provide cues that enable individuals
to infer a) significant social attributes of such places and b) the 
people associated with those places.
• H2: People are the most salient factors when assessing safety.
2. In order to revise current notions of disorder this was reconceived as a relative 
concept different from incivilities. Integrating findings from the literature and 
empirical results from the first study, Study Two investigated whether there is a 
continuum of disorder and what its associated components are. The hypothesis 
associated with this stage of the work is:
• H3: Disorder is a relative concept involving observed and inferred
attributes of places.
3. In order to develop more adequate means to evaluate the component parts of the 
proposed model this thesis combined qualitative and quantitative methodologies 
to overcome the methodological shortcomings identified in the field.
4. In order to construct and test the proposed conceptual model integrating personal 
and environmental factors, with risk perception and its acceptability as 
psychological constructs essential to understand perceptions of safety about 
victimisation study three was conducted. It was hypothesised that:
7
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• H4: Risk perception partially mediates the relationship between perceived
disorder and perceived safety.
• H5: Voluntariness, salience of the event and estimated costs and benefits
influence the acceptability of risks.
5. In order to elaborate the salient personal features influencing perceptions of 
disorder, risk and safety this thesis investigated the effect that socio­
demographic characteristics and other psychological variables have in 
perceptions of disorder, risk and safety. Here it is postulated that:
• H6: Age, gender, victimisation experience, citizenship, perceived
similarity, and likeability, significantly influence perceptions of 
disorder, risk, and safety.
The objectives and stages stated above drive the theoretical and empirical 
investigation described in this thesis. It combines qualitative and quantitative 
methods to describe and explain the relationships established in the model 
proposed.
The next section summarises the content of the chapters in this thesis and how 
each one of them contributes to the achievement of the aim and objectives stated.
1.2 Overview of the thesis
Chapter Two presents a thorough and critical analysis of the existing academic 
literature, and provides a review of the conceptual and methodological debate 
surrounding The Broken Windows Theory. It reveals current trends, criticisms, and 
limitations of this and other theoretical approaches commonly used in the field.
Three more conceptual approaches underpinning this line of research are 
discussed: The incivilities thesis and the notion of disorder (Hunter, 1978; 
LaGrange, Ferraro, & Supancic, 1992; Skogan, 1990), the defensibility of the space 
(Fisher & Nassar, 1992; Jacobs, 1961; Newman, 1973), and the signal crimes 
perspective (Innes, 2004; Innes & Jones, 2006). The assumption that the physical
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environment directly affects people’s feelings of safety, community social control, 
and behaviour, is questioned in the chapter and some methodological issues are 
discussed. Here, it is argued that a less deterministic approach involving not only 
physical but psychological and socio-cultural factors is needed.
As an attempt to contribute to the understanding of perceptions of safety and 
overcome the various pitfalls identified in the field, Chapter Three develops and 
critically analyses literature available regarding the fear-risk paradox and the risk 
perception approach. The latter is presented as a conceptual alternative to account 
for the relationship between perceived disorder and safety. It argues that risk 
perception is a multidimensional process that enables people anticipate the danger 
or the benefit of the consequences that affect aspects they value, think about their 
level of vulnerability and whether they can control the risk and its outcomes.
Contrary to what is proposed by scholars in the field, this thesis argues that disorder 
does not directly account for perceptions of safety but through risk perception. That 
is, the relationship between perceived disorder and perceived safety is thought to be 
mediated by risk perception. A conceptual model suggesting two types of appraisal 
to estimate how safe or unsafe one might be in certain places, is presented in 
Chapter Four.
This model incorporates personal, psychological, social, and contextual factors that 
are said to influence perceptions of safety. In short, this model suggests that socio­
demographic characteristics and psychological factors influence the way a person 
assesses places, and if she or he concludes that there is a certain level of disorder, 
a second appraisal is undertaken in order to determine how at risk they might be, 
which in turn influences their perceptions of safety. Underpinned on conceptual 
developments previously presented, this chapter provides definitions for each 
element included in the model, as well as how they are operationalised in further 
research.
The three empirical studies conducted in the present investigation are described in 
subsequent chapters. Because of the deficiencies found in current research 
regarding the meaning of disorder and its associated attributes, two preliminary 
studies were designed to elucidate physical and social attributes people look at
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when evaluating places (Study One); and, to determine the extent such identified 
attributes were more or less significant for people’s perceptions of safety in 
residential neighbourhoods (Study Two). Results from these two studies are 
significant to determining the meaning of disorder.
Chapter Five is the first of four empirical chapters. Study One uses a multiple sorting 
task and in-depth interviews to obtain concepts and categories people use to 
describe different places. Because people’s own ideas about the places were the 
main interest of this study, an Interpretative Phenomenological Approach was used 
(IPA) to analyse data from the interviews. This method allowed the empirical 
investigation of a series of assumptions expressed in the literature regarding the 
notion of disorder and its attached attributes.
Four master themes describing the places evaluated were obtained: physical 
attributes, social attributions, likeability, and perceived risk. Even though the first two 
master themes support assumptions from perspectives reviewed in previous 
chapters, the other two master themes were unexpected. Results also reflect the 
inferential process people undertake to assess places. The findings of this first 
study, combined with the theoretical framework previously described, aided the 
development of a set of open-ended questions regarding physical disorder and its 
influence on perceived safety.
Chapter Six describes method and results for Study Two. This investigates the role 
that seven physical dimensions have in eliciting safe or unsafe feelings namely 
maintenance, physical incivilities, lighting, type of neighbourhood, wealth, legibility, 
season of the year, and presence of green foliage. Analysis of data helped to 
determine whether disorder is a wider dimension different from incivilities. Findings 
from this study also facilitated the design of stimulus materials to be used in the next 
study.
Having identified the physical and social characteristics that are significant to 
perceive disorder in residential areas, the next step was to design the stimulus 
materials to be used in Study Three which was addressed to test the model 
proposed in this thesis. The findings of the two preliminary studies, combined with
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the theoretical perspectives described before, facilitated the development of three 
photographs depicting places with three different levels of disorder.
A panoramic photo from a British deprived residential area with no people was taken 
at day time. Modifications to this photo were made in order to create two more 
places, a physically improved area and a more declined area. The level of disorder, 
risk and safety of each place (the real one and the two modified versions) was 
tested through a questionnaire specifically devised for this study. Group 
comparisons by gender, age, and victimisation experience, were performed for each 
concept measured in this study. Chapter Seven describes the method and results 
for this part of Study Three.
Chapter Seven also reports on the analysis of data arising from the use of a 
hypothetical scenario which tested how much the level of perceived disorder, safety, 
and risk affects our will of accepting or rejecting risks. This scenario involves a short 
descriptive sketch of a significant situation Where participants had to choose 
amongst different options. Results show that the acceptability of risk is context and 
benefit dependant, and that affective and cognitive factors affect our decision of 
facing or escaping from risks, independently of how disordered, unsafe, and risky, a 
place is.
Once the level of disorder, risk, and safety, was determined for each place created, 
the next step was to test for the mediating role of risk perception. Following Baron 
and Kenny’s (1986) criteria to test for mediation, Chapter Eight describes results for 
a series of multiple regressions performed on each of the three models tested since 
a model for each place created was developed. Analysis of data indicated that the 
model largely held though there are slight variations depending on the level of 
disorder of each place.
Finally, Chapter Nine provides a summary of key findings, discusses the limitations 
of the investigation presented in the thesis and produces implications for future 
research and policy. It starts by presenting main results of the empirical studies 
conducted and then discusses them in light of the literature reviewed.
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C h a p te r  Two
T h e o r e t ic a l  f r a m e w o r k  in  t h e  in v e s t ig a t io n
OF FEAR OF CRIME AND SAFETY
2.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses theoretical approaches in the study of fear of crime and 
perceived safety in residential areas. Despite some conceptual and methodological 
problems have been identified, ideas from these theories are the starting point for 
the research presented in this thesis.
Firstly, three influential perspectives that emphasise the role that incivilities and 
disorder have in fear of crime, are presented:
• The Broken Windows Hypothesis (Wilson, 1975; Wilson & Kelling, 1982);
• The Incivilities Thesis (Hunter, 1978; LaGrange, Ferraro, & Supancic, 1992); 
and,
• The notion of Disorder (Taylor, 1987; Farrall, Gray, & Jackson, 2007; 
Sampson & Raudenbush, 2005).
Secondly, two approaches regarding the role that the overall context and crime 
signals have in eliciting fear and unsafe feelings, are also introduced:
• The Defensible Space (Newman, 1973),
• The Signal Crimes approach (Innes, 2004).
These theories are critically reviewed and the chapter outlines the theory 
development for the present thesis.
The investigation of the fear of crime emerged around the 60’s in response to what 
was recognised as an increasing social problem that seemed to be more 
widespread than crime itself. This problem firstly attracted criminologists from the 
U.S.A and then sociologists from all over the world, including the UK, who
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recognised the severity of the consequences of fear of crime, not only at societal 
and community levels but also at a more personal level involving processes such as 
changes in attitudes, emotions and behaviours (Garofalo, 1981; Hale, 1996; Van 
Beek Derk, 2005).
Generally speaking, fear of crime is defined as an emotional reaction characterised 
by a sense of danger and anxiety about physical harm (Garofalo, 1981; Taylor & 
Hale, 1986) though its definition and operationalisation has been rather problematic 
due in part to its political-criminological origins1, the multiple connotative meanings 
adopted by researchers, and more importantly, due to the lack of a psychological 
approach. As it will be discussed later, this thesis is not focused on fear of crime but 
perceptions of safety hence no further analysis regarding the meaning of fear of 
crime and its associated problems is done.
Research findings on fear of crime suggest that this may be more widespread and 
problematic than crime itself, and that it correlates with perceptions of physical and 
social deterioration in the neighbourhood, even when actual crime rates are low 
(Jackson, 2004b; Taylor, 1987; Wilson & Kelling, 1982).
Four general theoretical formulations attempting to explain the causes and 
consequences of fear of crime have been identified:
1) A ‘socio-demographic’ perspective, where demographic attributes such as 
gender, age, race, marital status, race and wealth, are thought to predict fear 
since they are a source of physical, psychological or economical vulnerability, 
which in turn explain fear of crime. This view is commonly referred as the 
‘vulnerability perspective’ (Franzini, O’Brien, Murray & O’Campo, 2008; Miceli, 
Roccato & Rosato, 2004).
2) The idea that victimisation experience, whether direct or indirect, influences the 
way a person reacts to crime and signs associated with it. That is, personal 
victimisation experiences or knowledge about other’s victimisation experiences 
(relatives, friends, or through the mass media) elicit fear of crime (Brown & 
Perkins, 2001; Cates, Dian & Schnepf, 2003; Wyant, 2008).
1 Jackson, Farrall, & Gray (2006) argue that fear of crime as a concept has its origins in political 
election campaigns, national crime surveys attempting to decrease public concerns about crime 
because crime rates were increasing, and an interested scientific community willing to clarify the 
meanings and causes of fear.
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3) The idea that contextual variables such as physical and social deterioration (or 
disorder), or the neighbourhood’s physical design, may account for fear of crime 
(Wilson, 1975; Wilson & Kelling, 1982; Box, Hale & Andrews, 1988; Hale, 1996; 
Van Beek Gert, 2005).
4) More recently, a fourth theoretical approach has been developed, the fear-risk 
paradox, which incorporates findings and assumptions from the other three but 
also includes risk perception as the best predictor of fear of crime and 
perceptions of safety (Ferraro, 1995; Garofalo, 1981; LaGrange, Ferraro & 
Supancic, 1992; Warr, 1987; Killias, 1990).
This thesis focuses in the third and the fourth approaches as the first two constitute 
initial developments that have been surpassed; moreover, they are thought to be 
rather personal characteristics that can be investigated as part of the other two. 
Here it is argued that whilst perception of physical and social disorder are significant 
factors, there are other psycho-social variables such as risk perception that better 
account for fear of crime and perceived safety in residential areas.
Although investigating the risk of crime is not new in the study of fear of crime and 
safety, this thesis argues that a more psychological explanation is needed, and 
suggests the use of different conceptual and methodological approaches to explain 
risk of crime, such as the one used to explain environmental and health risks.
Even though the conceptual background of this thesis is taken from the fear of crime 
literature, this thesis will focus on perceived safety and its relationship to perceived 
disorder and risk. This is because of two reasons. First, the concept of fear of crime 
is still ambiguous (often being confused with safety, worry and even risk) and its 
components are yet unclear. Most scholars have focused in participants’ anticipation 
of fear by asking participants how safe, worry or fearful they might feel in a likely 
threatening situation, which is qualitatively different from experiencing actual fear 
(Garofalo, 1981). It has also been recognised that research in the field has 
investigated perceived safety and risk rather than fear of crime (Farrali, Banister, 
Ditton & Gilchrist, 1997; Hale, 1996; Hollway & Jefferson, 1997; Innes, 2004; 
Jackson, 2006a; Semmens, 2004; Taylor, 2001a).
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The second reason is related to the confusing definition of fear which contributes to 
its conceptual and operational ambiguity. Some authors argue that fear of crime is 
an emotional reaction that reflects safety-related concerns about the possibility of 
being victimised (Chadee, Austen & Ditton, 2007; Ferraro, 1995; Garofalo, 1981; 
Innes, 2004; LaGrange, Ferraro & Supancic, 1992; Miceli, Roccato & Rosato, 2004; 
Wilcox-Rountree & Land, 1996; Taylor & Hale, 1986; Warr, 1990), but the 
physiological and behavioural expressions that accompany any emotional reaction 
such as fear have not been measured.
There are other authors who assert that fear has cognitive and behavioural 
components (Gabriel & Greeve, 2003; Jackson, 2008; Semmens, 2004), but as yet 
a comprehensive conceptual framework and empirical results are not available, the 
explanatory utility of these concepts remains limited.
From a psychological point of view, fear is an emotional reaction to events 
appraised2 as threatening that may cause loss or injury to the self or valued goal 
(Christianson, 1992; Power & Dalgleish, 1997). According to Power and Daigleish, 
fear, like other emotions, results from the interaction between biological, psycho­
social and environmental factors occurring under specific circumstances. 
Unpredictability, novelty and suddenness of the event are important factors in 
eliciting fear too (Gray, 1987).
However, the same event may produce anger in one person and fear in another, or 
even no emotional reaction at all; it depends on the individual, the circumstances 
and cognitions surrounding the event (Christianson, 1992)3. It is not the event perse 
that is important to elicit fear, it is a person’s belief and interpretations about the 
event what matters the most. So, for fear to occur there should be an initiating event 
(internal or external) that is interpreted as threatening, along with a physiological 
reaction, a state of potential action and an overt behaviour (Power & Dalgleish, 
1997). The present thesis concurs with this conceptualisation of fear.
2 Power and Dalgleish (1997) identify at least two types of appraisal: 1) a first appraisal, where the 
event is evaluated in terms of its compatibility with existing goals and/or models of the ‘normal 
appearance’ of the world (Goffman, 1971); and, 2) a second appraisal about the ‘threatedness’ of the 
event, including its voluntariness and resources to face or avoid it.
3 Some fears are innate and increased with age but to a certain age (fear to snakes or spiders, for 
instance); other fears are learned (fear to strangers) and emerge from the interaction with others and 
the environment. A person’s susceptibility to fear depends on the interaction between genes and the 
environment (Christianson, 1992; Gray, 1987).
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As previously mentioned fear of crime has been frequently measured by means of 
interviews or open-ended questionnaires asking participants how unsafe or fearful 
they would feel in a likely threatening situation. If the definition of fear quoted above 
is accepted, then the way that scholars from this field have been measuring fear 
does not reflect an emotional reaction but rather a cognitive interpretation of a 
hypothetical situation. Thus, they have not been measuring fear or any other 
emotional reaction but something different. From this thesis standpoint, it is called 
perceived safety, only because most research in the field investigates how safe or 
unsafe a person feels.
The present research is interested in the cognitive appraisal of events that may be 
interpreted as threatening as well as the way people understand and face them. 
Two types of appraisal are identified: first, the appraisal in terms of a place’s level of 
disorder; and second, the appraisal of threats and their concomitant risk, which help 
to determine how safe or unsafe one may feel. Despite fear or any other type of 
emotion could be elicited as a result of both suggested appraisals, fear is not 
investigated in this thesis.
Notwithstanding this, maintaining the concept of fear of crime in the theoretical 
framework presented in this chapter was important as it reflects the thinking of the 
scholars that have been working in the field. Following sections will discuss the most 
influential theoretical directions in the study of what they called ‘fear of crime’: The 
Broken Windows Hypothesis, the Incivilities Thesis and the notion of Disorder, the 
Defensible Space approach, and the Signal Crimes perspective. A concluding 
summary is presented at the end of the chapter.
2.2 The notion of disorder in the residential neighbourhood
The notions of order or disorder and their influence on perceived safety in residential 
areas has been investigated from criminological, sociological and design 
perspectives. Much research has drawn on theories of incivility, with the most 
influential perspectives being:
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• The broken windows theory,
• The incivilities thesis and the idea of disorder; and,
• The defensibility of the place.
There is a fourth perspective, the signal crimes, that despite it has not been as 
influential as the first three it is rather a recent development that has gained interest 
in policing and criminological arena. This perspective looks into psychosocial 
processes to explain how certain crimes and disorders generate feelings of 
insecurity not only about places but people and specific events.
These four perspectives will be discussed in the following sections, describing their 
main assumptions and identifying available empirical results. Despite each 
conceptual approach is presented separately, it should be borne in mind that all of 
them are intimately related and have extensively been used to describe and improve 
disordered neighbourhoods.
2.2.1 The Broken Windows Theory
The Broken Windows Theory was first outlined by Wilson (1975) to explain why 
urban residents were fearful for their safety when personal victimisation was actually 
rare. He concluded that it is not just crimes what worries people but also the hassles 
and the deteriorated social conditions that surround people’s daily life. Wilson and 
Kelling (1982) further elaborated the theory in response to a governmental 
programme in New Jersey (USA) where, despite some criticisms, police foot patrols 
were seen as a good strategy to reduce crime.
Research evaluation revealed that foot patrols neither reduced crime rates nor 
improved the physical conditions of the neighbourhood, but did diminish residents' 
feelings of insecurity who then took fewer protective actions against crime. It 
seemed that residents thought that crime rates were indeed reduced and they had 
more favourable opinions of the police. After a careful analysis of such results, 
Wilson and Kelling concluded that:
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“W hat foot patrol did was to elevate, to the extent they could, the level of public 
order in these neighbourhoods. Though the neighbourhoods were predominantly 
black and the foot patrolmen were mostly white, this ‘order-maintenance’ function 
of the police was performed to the general satisfaction of both parties” (p.30).
Social and behavioural informal rules were established and accepted by both 
residents and police, and whoever broke the rules was arrested. That is, residents 
decided what the appropriate level of public order in their neighbourhood should be, 
and behaved accordingly. Nonetheless, what could be seen as ordered in one place 
may not be in another area. According to these authors, the level of actual disorder 
in the neighbourhood could explain why actual crime was not reduced, though 
perceived safety was increased as a consequence of the foot patrol.
Wilson and Keliing argued that crime and disorder are inextricably linked, and that 
deterioration leads to more deterioration and incivilities:
"... if a w indow in a building is broken and is left unrepaired, all the rest windows 
will soon be broken. This is as true in nice neighbourhoods as in run-down ones... 
one unrepaired window is a signal that no one cares, and so breaking more 
windows costs nothing” (p.30).
This proposition has been traditionally regarded as The Broken Windows Theory 
(BWT henceforth) further elaborated as the incivilities thesis. These have been 
largely used to explain fear and perceived safety about victimisation, and state that 
untended property and antisocial behaviour are signs of uncaring and disinterested 
people, inviting offenders to come and leading to the breakdown of community and 
authority controls. ,
Untended properties become quickly vandalized in neighbourhoods where sense of 
mutual regard and the obligations of civility are lowered by actions that signal that no 
one cares. When disorderly behaviour is unchecked, people feel fear and tend to 
avoid one another, reducing informal social control and serious crime or violent 
attacks may occur. Because the area becomes a vulnerable place, people modify 
their behaviour accordingly, they will use the streets less often and the 
neighbourhood is no longer their home but the place where they live (Wilson & 
Keliing, 1982).
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People will be more worried about their safety and, if possible, they will move to 
another place, otherwise they avoid public areas in the neighbourhood, their sense 
of “territoriality” and commitment becomes limited to their own house, they will not 
interact with their neighbours anymore, and their house will be the only thing that 
matters to them. “Broken windows”, or incivilities, become more frequent in a 
neighbourhood that is recognised as disorder tolerant and where public control is 
weak. Offenders find this a great crime opportunity. This is what Skogan (1990) 
termed “the spiral of decay”.
Skogan’s “spiral of decay” suggests that ongoing neighbourhood decline is a 
consequence of residents’ fear and withdrawal from the neighbourhood, and states 
that physical deterioration increases concern about personal safety and reduces 
community control. If physical and social disorder continue then residents are more 
likely to physically (move to a different place) or psychologically (looking friends and 
activities somewhere else or isolating themselves) withdrawn from streets or the 
neighbourhood.
Both types of withdrawal diminishes residential stability and control, which in turn 
affects social surveillance, sense of community and local social ties, heightens fear, 
increases neighbourhood decline and deviant behaviour (Figure 2.1). Disorder 
encourages more disorder and furthers neighbourhood decay, which represent a 
good opportunity for potential offenders (Box, Hale & Andrews, 1988; Hale, 1996; 
Sampson, 1991; Skogan, 1990; Wilson & Kelling, 1982). It seems then that physical 
incivilities increase social incivilities and that both elicit more disorder, which in turn 
diminishes community commitment and control.
Physical and social incivilities such as vandalism, drug dealers and drunk people, 
prostitutes and people hanging around, robberies and muggings, are broken 
windows (Wilson & Kelling, 1982) or signs of incivility (as called by Hunter, 1978) 
that are also more likely to occur in such vulnerable areas. The challenge is to 
maintain communities without broken windows.
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Increase in unrepaired 
physical deterioration.
Increased delinquency, rowdiness, 
vandalism, and disorderly behaviour 
amongst locals.
Increased concern for 
personal safety 
amongst residents and 
DroDrietors.
Decreased participation 
in maintaining order.
Further increases in 
deterioration, further 
withdrawal from streets by 
residents and locals.
Potential offenders from outside the neighbourhood 
are attracted by vulnerability and move into locale.
Figure 2.1 Diagram depicting the "Spiral of Decay" proposed by Skogan (1990).
Overall, the value of the Broken Windows Theory is that Wilson (1975) for the first 
time shifted the analytic lens from the traditional approach that sought individual 
differences as accounting for crime, to a more environmental approach that 
highlighted the relevance of the physical and social conditions of the place to 
account for perceived safety and fear of victimisation.
Friederichs and Blasius (2003) note that the BWT implicitly estates that social 
learning plays a key role in spreading physical and social disorder in the 
neighbourhood, as perceived physical deterioration and deviant behaviour becomes 
a norm, and residents react and behave accordingly. Nevertheless, this rather 
represents the authors’ inference to which no empirical results were provided.
Nonetheless, it is not clear how many incivilities exist and whether some are more 
important than others, how they define disorder or whether it is a synonym of 
incivilities. Despite Wilson and Kelling recognised that disorder varies from 
neighbourhood to neighbourhood, they did not explain the underlying processes that 
may account for such differences. It rather privileges the role that incivilities have in 
people’s interpretations of places.
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Other authors argue that relationships between crime, incivilities and disorder 
predicted by the BWT do not hold since there are some communities that despite its 
level of disorder and deprivation they show stronger social support than more 
affluent communities. Similarly, increases in levels of disorder do not always go 
accompanied by increases in levels of crime (Taylor, 2001a).
What it should be recognised is that the BWT not only caught the attention of policy 
makers and designers who found clear guidelines to reduce crime and fear, but also 
attracted criminologists and sociologists who adopted it as the incivilities thesis.
2.2.2 The incivilities thesis and the notion of disorder
Some of the recent work on incivilities refers to Goffman’s sociological essay (1971) 
regarding what he called Normal Appearances (Innes, 2004; Fisher & Nasar, 1992; 
Warr, 1990). In his essay Goffman elaborates the concept of social order and 
asserts that people read other’s improper behaviour (or abnormal appearances) as 
an alarming sign that may threaten them because that single peculiar behaviour can 
also provide a clue or signal of other possible conditions that may be harmful to 
them. “Thus, the minor civilities of everyday life can function as an early warning 
system; conventional courtesies are seen as mere convention, but non-performance 
can cause alarm” (p. 241).
In short, Goffman argues that in the presence of a ‘normal appearance’ people may 
perform their daily activities in a ‘normal and safe way’, whereas in the presence of 
any unexpected and unfamiliar appearance, people may feel threaten and, as a 
consequence, modify their behaviour. Normal appearances are said to be socially 
constructed and reflect the morals of the community in turn. Goffman’s essay may 
constitute one of the earliest developments of what incivilities mean though from a 
sociological viewpoint.
In 1978, Hunter coined the term symbols of incivilities to refer to the physical and 
social conditions of the place that were described by Wilson (1975) in order to 
explain crime and fear in residential areas. This became a term that proved 
influential among researchers in the field whom immediately adopted it.
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Hunter developed a causal model arguing that fear of crime is the outcome of the 
interaction between signs of incivilities and actual crime, which in turn reflects the 
level of social disorder. He asserts that incivilities provide meaning to people who 
may interpret them in two possible ways: first, there is local disorder indicating that 
neighbours are unable to manage the place; and second, public agencies outside 
the neighbourhood are incapable of maintaining order in the neighbourhood. That is, 
it is not only the presence of incivilities that matters the most, it is also the meaning 
attached to them.
From Hunter’s conception, people are given a more active role in the process than 
merely being an information receiver who reacts to environmental inputs, though he 
does not explain how incivilities are constructed and how such inferential process 
work. Notwithstanding this, Hunter’s interactionist and contextual model was an 
interesting development of the time that has not been further elaborated.
Later, LaGrange and colleagues (1992) defined incivilities as “ ...low level breaches 
of community standards that signal an erosion of conventionally accepted norms 
and values” (p. 312). This definition, which has been widely accepted, implies two 
things: 1) the existence and recognition of pre-established social norms and 
standards; and, 2) a person’s inferential process to identify and interpret the norm of 
a specific sign has been violated. This means that there are psychological and 
social processes that affect people’s identification of incivilities which have not been 
recognised by scholars in the field. Another problem with this definition is that 
LaGrange and colleagues did not explain what they mean by “low level breaches”, 
from which standpoint or in terms of what criteria: the community? The experts? The 
researchers?
Most scholars in the field have been focused in explaining the role that certain 
incivilities such as dilapidation, insufficient lighting, vandalism, drug takers, 
burglaries and robberies, have in eliciting safe perceptions. Despite each one of 
these constituting breaches to community norms, they may have differential impacts 
that have not been explored. The implication of the incivilities argument is that all 
incivilities send the same signals to different people and at the same level and the 
approach does not differentiate between low, intermediate and high level incivilities, 
or even consider whether they are part of a broader continuum.
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For instance, does perceiving dilapidation matter more than perceiving insufficient 
lighting or burglaries? In addition, the impact that interpretative factors such as 
motivations, prior beliefs, conceptions of danger and culture, have in people’s 
perceptions and behaviour, is largely ignored in this formulation. Research to 
investigate the different meanings, impacts and attributes associated with different 
incivilities, is still needed.
Taylor (1987) suggests that there is a range of incivilities [he called them disorders] 
within a continuum which vary from the least serious to the most serious. Least 
serious incivilities are more related with property crime whilst more serious ones 
involve person to person violence. The incidents in the middle of the continuum 
have a certain degree of uncertainty to people, as they are unpredictable and may 
provoke interpersonal violence such as street hassles.
Finally, the least serious incidents are more and less permanent social and physical 
conditions that inform about resident’s lack of interest and control in that place. Even 
these are the least serious; they may have significant effect in the long-term stability 
of the neighbourhood.
What Taylor does not explain is what the effects of the three types of crime are; 
what type of incivilities (if any) are located between each level of the continuum, that 
is, between the least and the intermediate crimes, or between the intermediate and 
the most serious crimes; and, whether each type of incivility is associated with 
different physical and social cues in the environment and what psychosocial 
characteristics are related to them.
Despite such ambiguity, researchers in the field have been investigating certain 
physical and social neighbourhood incivilities that, to some extent, have proved to 
undermine informal social control and the stability of the neighbourhood, and foster 
concern about personal and property safety4. Amongst the most investigated 
incivilities that characterise disordered neighbourhoods are (Van Beek Gert, 2005;
4 Informal social control refers to the observance and enforcement of norms for appropriate public 
behaviour (Rohe & Burby, 1988). The lack of informal social control reduces social surveillance and 
resident’s willingness to intervene when disorder-related problems appear in a personal or group 
context, which in turn elicits more disorder and instability. According to Taylor (1997) this type of 
control could be at three different levels: private (family and close friends), parochial (nearby 
neighbours) and public (between neighbourhoods and other external agencies).
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Jackson, 2004a; Taylor, 1987, 2001a, 2001b; Hale, 1996; Skogan, 1990; Wilson &
Keliing, 1982): . -
a) Physical incivilities: dilapidation and abandonment (decay), overall maintenance, 
broken windows, litter, boarded-up buildings, high physical density, insufficient 
lighting, broken streetlights, graffiti, vandalised and abandoned cars, vandalised 
properties, land use.
b) Social incivilities: Corner gangs (teenagers mainly), public drinking and drug 
abuse, street harassment and attacks, noisy neighbours, prostitutes and 
panhandlers, open gambling, begging, purse snatches, fights on the streets, 
burglaries.
Research findings have also demonstrated that apart from incivilities there are other 
individual and community factors that seem to be important to look at when 
evaluating disorder and its impact on perceived safety. Table 2.1 shows the main 
factors which have been identified (Brown & Altman, 1981; Fisher & Nasar, 1992; 
Forrest & Kearns, 2001; Garofalo, 1981; Hale, 1996; Jackson, 2002; Kim & Kaplan, 
2004; Merry, 1981; Nasar, 1998; Newman, 1973, 1996; Perkins, Wandersman & 
Taylor, 1993; Ross, Reynolds & Geis, 2000; Taylor & Harrel, 1996; Van Beek Gert, 
2005; Warr, 1990).
TABLE 2.1 Factors that influence people’s fear of crime and perceptions of safety in residential areas.
In d iv id u a l  l , \ v . > ’ 4 " - : S oci al P h y s ic a l  ;.■■■ -.
Age
Gender
Education
Socioeconomic status 
Race
Experience (direct or 
indirect)
Familiarity 
Cultural background 
Daily activities
Actual and perceived social incivilities
Sense of community
Social responsibility
Place attachment
Social Cohesion
Social trust
Neighbourhood stability 
Heterogeneity
Social control and surveillance
Territoriality
Presence of others
Actual and perceived physical 
incivilities
Amount and conditions of green foliage 
Defensibility of the place 
Prospect, concealment and escape 
Time of the day and season 
Density 
Land use
Location (urban, rural)
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For example, the research findings suggest that women, the elderly, minority 
groups, and the poor are more fearful than men, young, national citizens and 
wealthier groups (Box, Hale & Andrews, 1988; Ferraro, 1995; Franzini, O’Brien, 
Murray & O’Campo, 2008; Miceli, Roccato & Rosato, 2004; Nasar & Jones, 1997; 
Sampson & Raudenbush, 2005; Taylor, 1996, 2001a, 2001b); although other 
authors do not confirm such assumptions (LaGrange & Ferraro, 1989; Moore & 
Shepherd, 2007).
Findings regarding the role that victimisation experience has in explaining fear, 
seem contradictory too, as some authors found that people who have experienced 
any sort of victimisation are more fearful (Brown & Perkins, 2001; Cates, Dian & 
Schnepf, 2003), whereas other assert that this group tend to take more precautions 
and feel less fear as a consequence (Box et al, 1988).
Dilapidated environments with visible signs of incivilities, elicit more fear than those 
in better conditions (Cozens, Hillier & Prescott, 2001b; Doran & Lees, 2005; Farrall, 
Gray & Jackson, 2007; Hale, 1996; Perkins & Taylor, 1996; Van Beek Gert, 2005). 
Urban, mixed and heterogeneous environments are more feared than rural and 
residential neighbourhoods (Friedrichs & Blasius, 2003; Miceli et al, 2004; 
Semmens, 2004; Brantingham & Brantingham, 1995).
Insufficient lighting, novelty, and high density, make people feel more unsafe 
(Painter, 1996). Green foliage density and maintenance also was found to have an 
effect in crime, fear and perceived safety (Kuo, Bacaioca & Sullivan, 1998; Kuo & 
Sullivan, 2001). Neighbourhood stability, resident appropriation, a strong sense of 
community and social trust, elicit well-being and safe feelings (Brunson, Kuo & 
Sullivan, 2001; Garcia, Taylor & Brian, 2007; Markowitz, Bellair, Liska & Liu, 2001; 
Ross, Reynolds & Geis, 2000; Schwitzer, Kin & Mackin, 1999). Familiarity and 
anticipated social support make people feel safer (Merry, 1981).
Nonetheless, these results need further investigation because some findings seem 
contradictory and other researchers have found that there are other factors that 
mediate or moderate the impact of incivilities on perceived safety, such as 
community structure, place attachment and social trust (Brown & Perkins, 2001; 
Franzini et al, 2008; Friedrichs & Blasius, 2003; Skogan, 1990; Taylor, 1996; Van
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Beek Gert, 2005; Walkalate, 1998); the defensibility of the place, and its prospect 
(Fisher & Nasar, 1992; Nassar, 1998; Newman, 1973, 1996; Taylor, 2001b); the 
perceived likelihood of occurrence, the seriousness of crime and people’s perceived 
vulnerability (Box et al, 1988; Ferraro, 1995; Jackson, 2006b, 2008; Killias, 1990; 
Wilcox-Rountree & Land, 1996; Semmens, 2004; Thompson & Dean, 1996; Warr, 
1984, 1987); and, signal crimes (Innes, 2004; Innes & Fielding, 2002; Innes & 
Jones, 2006). Innes and Jones also argue that rises in crime and disorder levels not 
always result in worsening conditions in an area; it depends on how people perceive 
and interpret such events.
More recent research highlights the importance of measuring both perceived and 
objective incivilities, since the latter have been found to influence actual crime and 
the former fear of crime (Brown, Perkins & Brown, 2004; Perkins & Taylor, 1996; 
Semmens, 2004). Brown and colleagues argue that measuring fear of crime at the 
street and the neighbourhood level rise different conclusions, since people report 
less fear at the street level.
Another problem that characterise the incivilities thesis is that often researchers use 
the terms fear and safety, worry and concern, without clearly defining them, and use 
the incivilities and disorder concepts interchangeably, which originates conceptual 
and measurement problems that are reflected in research results. For example, 
some authors argue that disorder or incivilities increase crime rates and fear of 
crime (Brantingham & Brantingham, 1995; Brown & Perkins, 2001; Brown et al, 
2004; Kelling, 1991; Robinson, Lawton, Taylor & Perkins, 2003; Rountree & Land, 
1996; Van Beek Gert, 2005; Taylor, 1996; Wilson & Kelling, 1982).
Generally speaking what most researchers support, is the idea that people 
perceiving more disorder in the neighbourhood will be more concerned5 about their 
safety. Ordered places provide safety and reassurance to people. Signs of well 
maintained and beautified areas provide reassurance to others in the 
neighbourhood and outsiders, as these are signs of social control and surveillance 
and people living there are perceived as caring and trustworthy.
5 People could also be worried or angry, or even feel fear or perceive him/herself at risk, but despite it 
has been recognised that these concepts are different in meaning, their precise psycho-social or even 
behavioural connotations are unclear yet and not few times confusing when researchers try to measure 
them (Hale, 1996; Innes, 2004; Jackson, 2006; Semmens, 2004; Taylor, 2001).
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On the contrary, disordered places may elicit fear and anxiety, and are 
characterised by poor building design and dilapidation, lack of territoriality and 
physical surveillance, as well as deviant behaviour, lack of sense of community and 
social control. Neighbourhood disorder is a sign of vulnerability, invites offenders to 
come, and further deterioration, mistrust and withdrawal, may follow as a 
consequence (Brown et al, 2004; Skogan, 1990; Taylor, 1987; Wilson & Kelling, 
1982).
Skogan (1990), in his book ‘‘Disorder and decline", asserts that the notion of 
disorder is defined by culture and norms about public behaviour which in turn reflect 
the morals of the community and if violated, disorder emerges. He recognises that 
community structure -  including racial composition, socioeconomic status and 
instability - also contribute to signs of incivility and crime, which in turn elicit more 
victimisation, neighbourhood dissatisfaction, desire to leave and neighbourhood 
change.
Skogan points out that disorder is a relative concept since ideas about the 
appropriate level of order change over time reflecting the morals and values of the 
society in turn. Such relativity may originate not only from the temporality of the 
social standards, values and culture, but, as Hunter (1978) and Skogan recognise, 
from an individual’s inferential process to interpret the environment and the meaning 
attached to incivilities.
This notion of relativity of disorder is an interesting development by Skogan, 
regrettably neither he nor other scholars from the field have further elaborated this 
topic. Other authors also concur with Skogan’s relativity of disorder (Doran & Lees, 
2005; Perkins & Taylor, 1996; Semmens, 2004).
Research conducted by Skogan identified physical and psychosocial consequences 
of disorder: anger and demoralization because residents cannot improve their 
circumstances and inter-group conflict; and, increased disorder. For him, disorder 
may undermine the capacity to preserve the conditions a community value, foster 
distrust and undermine community spirit and commitment, and residents are less 
likely to believe that their neighbours will help them in the event of a crime. It also
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undermines individual morale, perceived self-efficacy and overall residential 
satisfaction (Skogan, 1990).
Skogan also concluded that a disordered neighbourhood becomes stigmatised and 
acquires a negative reputation for being disorder tolerant, which in turn is perceived 
as an invitation to outside offenders. All disorders stigmatise neighbourhoods 
because it leaves visible marks on the community and determines its reputation. 
“Observable social and physical disorders are taken as signs of crime and may be 
taken as an early warning of impeding danger and that nobody there will help” 
(Skogan, 1990: 50).
Sampson and Raudenbush (1999, 2005) also argue that social stereotypes may 
lead to actions by members of the stigmatised group that seem to confirm the 
relationship between race and social disorder. They conclude that “Race in 
American Society is, therefore, a statistical marker that stigmatises not only 
individuals but the places in which they are concentrated” (2005: p.1). For them, this 
is especially true when residents and outsiders have uncertain information about the 
neighbourhood as a whole.
Even though this thesis concurs with Sampson and Raudenbush in that perceptions 
of neighbourhood disorder go beyond what people see in the street, the thesis’ 
standpoint differs in two important ways. First, whereas Sampson and his colleague 
argue that perceptions of disorder are socially constructed, the present investigation 
holds that it is rather the interaction between environmental, psychological and 
socio-cultural factors what shapes individuals’ perceptions of disorder.
Second, whilst Sampson and Raudenbush observers supplement what they see 
with beliefs about the racial stigmatisation of modern urban ghettos, this thesis 
argues that disorder is a relative, subjective, context dependant concept where 
interpretive processes occur to shape perceptions of disorder.
Another standpoint of disorder is presented by Farrall, Gray, and Jackson (2007) for 
whom “disorder is any aspect of the social and physical environment that indicates 
to the observer (a) a lack of control and concern and (b) the values and intentions of 
others that share the space” (p.8). This definition suggests that on the one hand
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disorder is something that exists in the environment though it is not clear what type 
of aspects may be included.
On the other hand, such definition implies that the environment provides cues to the 
observer that enables her or him to anticipate other’s intentions which inevitably 
involves ah inferential process undertaken by the observer. Unfortunately the 
authors do not provide definitions for other concepts they employ such as values 
and intentions, and do not explain whether there are other psychosocial attributes of 
the observer that may influence they way the environment is interpreted.
To summarise, it can be said that incivilities are cues of physical and social 
deterioration that signal a breakdown of the local order and community morale. The 
more incivilities are perceived, the least safe a person will feel (Jackson, 2004a; 
Taylor, 2001a, 2001b; Wilson & Kelling, 1982). Traditionally, physical incivilities are 
related to conditions that demonstrate that a place is not being kept or used 
properly; social incivilities are associated with disorderly behaviour that is 
unpredictable, troublesome and threatening to people. Both types of incivilities sign 
residents and outsiders that the neighbourhood is not quite under control; that is, it 
is a disordered place.
It seems plausible then to argue that people in places are what matter the most, and 
that the physical environment provides cues about others and the possibility of being 
harmed. People evaluate the environment looking for signs of physical and social 
order. There are “observable cues”, those that are present in the environment and 
that can be immediately evaluated; but there are other cues that are underpinned in 
personal and social knowledge and experience that help people to “infer” what kind 
of people and threats they may encounter in a specific place. Such signs make 
people feel vulnerable because of the lack of order maintenance.
However, little is known about how such perceptions are constructed and adjusted 
according to personal and social factors in a specific time and context. People not 
only evaluate certain aspects of the environment, they evaluate it as a whole and 
not always the same things will elicit the same reactions at different times and 
amongst different people. In this sense, Skogan’s idea about the relativity of 
disorder is crucial.
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As it was mentioned earlier, one major problem within the field is the one related to 
the lack of a well defined conceptual and methodological framework that 
incorporates not only a sociological but also a psychological point of view, in order to 
achieve a more comprehensive understanding of perceived safety and fear in 
residential areas. Moreover, answers to remaining questions are needed:
• Which and how many incivilities are needed to raise concern or unsafe 
perceptions amongst people?
• Are there any incivilities that matter more than others?
• What are the individual characteristics that make a difference when 
evaluating a residential environment?
• Do all incivilities elicit unsafe feelings and at the same level?
• Are there specific physical and social incivilities associated with specific 
offences?
• Do the combined effects of different incivilities make a difference in people’s 
perceptions of safety?
• How long does it take for deterioration to raise unsafe feelings and elicit a 
personal or group reaction? (Robinson, Lawton, Taylor & Perkins, 2003),
• Are there other elements in the environment different from incivilities that 
people look at in order to estimate the level of disorder?
• What is disorder?
• What is the effect of considering the interaction between psychosocial and 
physical attributes of the environment?
• Does the evaluation of the context imply more than the presence of specific 
attributes? How can we maintain communities without ‘broken windows’?
Another problem of the incivilities and disorder notion is that they do not take into 
account that people are not passive actors who only react to the external 
environment. On the contrary, people interpret events using all information at hand, 
looking for ways to understand and identify options available in order to reduce 
uncertainty and diminish undesirable consequences. Goffman (1971) argues that 
people scan the place checking up on the stability of the environment and looking 
for signs of danger; if everything ‘appears normal’, then that place is safe; if not, 
then people look for ways of facing or escaping from it. Such ‘normal appearance’ 
depends on who you are, where you come from and why you are in that place.
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All incoming information is subjected to evaluation in terms of a person’s beliefs, 
attitudes, experience, knowledge, self-efficacy, risk, values, culture, motives and 
emotions, that interact together in order to elicit a judgement about her/his personal 
safety, the place, and the consequent response. Cues to danger are not self- 
evident, people interpret them and misinterpretations with undesirable 
consequences, may occur (Warr, 1990).
From this thesis standpoint, when people scan the environment they are actually 
seeking for order. Physical and social incivilities are only one of the components of 
disorder, and the latter should be considered as a broader concept that also 
includes other psychosocial and physical attributes of the place such as how similar 
to previously experienced places a particular places is, how visible streets and roads 
are, and what the level of perceived sense of community in a specific area is.
Taylor (2001a) points out that incivilities could not only be interpreted as the sole 
focus of intervention because they are seen as the causes of disorder, but as a 
broader disorder which is an expression of deeper and less obvious community 
problems. He recognises that despite the large support some researchers, policy 
makers and designers have given to the incivilities thesis, we ought to “break away 
from broken windows per se, and broaden the lines of inquiry" (p.20).
This thesis concurs with Skogan’s idea about the relativity of disorder, since it is 
suggested that disorder is a subjective construction underpinned in social values 
and norms. It is subjective because disorder implies an inferential process where 
prior beliefs, motivations, emotions, knowledge, experience, and culture, play a 
significant role in determining whether a place is perceived as disordered. Contrary 
to what is believed by scholars in the field, this thesis argues that physical and social 
disorder do not directly account for perceived safety in residential areas, but through 
other mediator factors such as risk perception.
As an attempt of broadening the concept of disorder this thesis not only considers 
physical and social incivilities commonly investigated in the field such as overall 
maintenance (how clean, noisy, and run-down a place is), lighting (day light or at 
night), green foliage (presence and conditions of vegetation in the area), deprivation 
(or the level of perceived affluence and crowding conditions), and antisocial
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behaviour (alcohol and drug takers, harmful people, noisy neighbours). It also 
investigates five more variables that are thought to be relevant in perceptions of 
disorder and safety in residential areas such as visibility or the extent the place has 
clear pathways and allows people to see what happens on the street; likeability, or 
the probability that a place will evoke people’s favourable evaluations (or 
unfavourable) of the overall appearance of .a place (Nassar, 1998); similarity or the 
extent people think that they share values with residents living in a specific place, 
which in turn is similar to the places they are used to; and sense of community, or 
residents’ social and affective involvement with their community, is one of the factors 
that if declined, heightens fear and increases physical and social disorder (Skogan, 
1990). These will be described in more detail in Chapter Four.
The following sections present two other approaches that are of particular relevance 
to the study of fear and perceived safety in residential areas: the defensibility of the 
place approach and the signal crimes perspective. These approaches go beyond 
the notion of incivilities and disorder, and incorporate other factors that may account 
for fear and safety in residential areas.
For instance, the defensibility of the place theory suggests that the physical design 
can ameliorate the consequences of disorder turning places into safe and 
community controlled areas; in this way, people will defend themselves and prevent 
crime. Scholars from this line of research not only pay attention to the impact of 
incivilities but the physical environment as a whole.
On the other hand, the signal crimes perspective attempts to explain inferential 
processes that occur when people evaluate places in terms of their level of disorder 
though from a more sociological standpoint. Scholars from this perspective argue 
that physical and social cues in the environment sign people about the level of 
security in a place and the possibility of being at risk.
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2.2.3 The Defensibility of the Space
Most of the research in the field regarding fear of crime and perceived safety looks 
at specific cues with little or no attention to the overall location. However, there are 
some scholars that haven been investigating the effect that physical design as a 
whole has in perceived safety (Fisher & Nasar, 1992; Nasar & Jones, 1997; 
Newman, 1973; Taylor & Harrel, 1996), from which Newman’s defensibility of the 
space theory (1973) is the most representative. Most of the work in this field comes 
from architects and designers seeking to deter crime by improving the physical 
environment.
In 1961 Jacobs argued that city planning should promote social structure and 
stability, offering a diverse of uses and encouraging social interaction. She proposed 
that short blocks, buildings variety, and sufficiently dense concentration of people 
(residents and outsiders) in cities are necessary to generate diversity of uses6 and 
functions (for instance, residential, entertainment, and work uses) in order to ensure 
the presence of people who go outdoors for different purposes and at different 
times. In doing so, social networks that support each other at different levels and a 
sense of territoriality amongst the various users, are developed.
For Jacobs, social learning through interaction is crucial to maintain ‘good practices’ 
and model children’s and youngsters’ behaviour. The physical design must ensure 
that people use the same streets (paths, roads, and so on) and interact with each 
other, creating a network of friends and public acquaintances that foster 
surveillance, self-policing and a sense of security (Coleman, 1990).
Jacob’s ideas were further refined and empirically tested by Oscar Newman in 1973. 
Newman’s Defensibility of the Space Theory focused on explaining the impact that 
the physical environment has in social control and crime prevention. His conceptual 
formulation emerged as a reaction to what happened in a newly constructed 2,740- 
unit public housing in the USA, which was demolished about 10 years after its 
construction because it became run-down, vandalised and unkempt. After a
6 Jacobs distinguishes between primary and secondary uses, where the former refers to main and 
frequent uses of the place such as living and working which imply that regular people (residents and 
workers) use the place. Secondary uses could be related with tourism or visitors that go the place 
occasionally. She suggests that a place must serve more than one function, preferably two, if diversity 
of uses and social control are to be achieved.
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thorough analysis, he concluded that residents there only maintained and controlled 
those areas that were clearly defined as their own.
For Newman “The larger the number of people who share a territory, the less each 
individual feel right to it... and the easier for intruders to gain access” (Newman, 
1996, p. 17). Anonymity (impersonal character of areas where people know few 
other residents), lack of surveillance (or of clear visibility) and the presence of 
alternative escape routes for offenders, made crime easy and difficult to prevent 
(Newman, 1973).
Newman stated that restructuring the residential area of cities can help to build up 
more controlled, safe and liveable places. The physical form of the residential 
environment can ameliorate the effect of disorder, turning them into defensible 
spaces. Defensible space for Newman “...is a surrogate term for the range of 
mechanisms -  real and symbolic barriers, strongly defined areas of influence 
[territoriality], and improved opportunities for surveillance -  that combine to bring an 
environment under the control of its residents” (p. 3) while providing personal and 
collective security. Real barriers such as closed gates or big walls prevent the 
access to the property, whereas symbolic barriers (bushes or small fences) inform 
outsiders that it is a private place though they do not impede people from entering 
the area.
Newman’s defensible space model seeks to inhibit crime in residential 
neighbourhoods by creating a physical design that helps the community to defend 
themselves and prevent crime. That is, the neighbourhood should be designed to 
support territorial control by means of the segmentation of public space into small 
areas, which are best because they enhance territoriality, surveillance,' space 
appropriation, sense of community, social control and safety; moreover, residents’ 
understanding about acceptable behaviour is easier.
The ultimate goal of a defensible space is to create an environment which latent 
territoriality and sense of community foster social responsibility in their residents 
(instead of relegating to others) in order to ensure well maintained and safe places; 
the physical design should support such activities reinforcing natural surveillance 
and control.
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The defensible space theory relies on self-help and social responsibility rather on 
government intervention, and establishes that policing will not combat crime alone, 
people should be involved in reducing crime. The physical design should support 
them by positioning windows, entries, paths of movement and activity areas in a way 
that allow visibility and surveillance. The complex protects street life and itself, and 
the street helps to protect the complex; in this way, people can see and be seen by 
others in the area (Newman, 1973, 1996).
Even though Newman recognises that there is an interaction between personal 
attributes, social factors and the physical environment that contribute to the 
defensibility of a place, he gives a preponderant role to the physical environment in 
changing disorderly behaviour. Based upon research results he concluded that 
“Regardless of the social characteristics of inhabitants, the physical form of housing 
was shown to play an important role in reducing crime and in assisting residents in 
controlling behavior in their housing environments” (1992: p.25).
The problem with such a view is that the impact of psychological and social 
variables such as beliefs, self-efficacy, knowledge, values, experience, and culture, 
is not known because it was not investigated. Thus, it seems risky to assert that 
physical design alone reduce crime without having evidence of the interactional 
effect of other determinants of crime, such as the aforementioned.
Based upon Newman’s work, Coleman (1984)7 conducted a large study to 
investigate how housing design leads to crime and general social ‘malaise’ (as she 
called them). She investigated six kinds of social malaise: litter, urine or fecal 
deposits, graffiti, vandal damage, and households with children-in-care; although the 
latter was not a form of social malaise in itself, it was included because children’s 
behaviour affects and is affected by design.
She also evaluated 18 design attributes related to the number of storeys in the 
block, dwellings and blocks in the cartilage, walkways, lifts and staircases, 
interconnected exists, corridors, entrances, type of house (apartment or 
maisonette), ground, play areas, access and spatial organization, in 4099 blocks of 
flats and 4,172 converted houses in London. Other offences evaluated were
7 Coleman headed the ‘Land Use Research Unit’ (formed in 1979) at King’s College London, and 
conducted a large research that investigated public housing design and its impact on crime. Their 
research findings led to Coleman’s influential book ‘Utopia on trial’ (1984, 1990), from which main 
results are presented in this section.
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robbery, sexual assaults, bodily harm, criminal damage, theft, juvenile arrests, 
burglaries and vehicle offences. Coleman’s findings suggested that as design 
worsens, litter in the streets increases, which is followed by graffiti, and then by 
vandalism and family breakdown, and more anti-social behaviour occur, which in 
turn reduces the probability of children growing in a civilised environment.
Her results also showed that as the design disadvantagement8 increased the crime 
rates also increased. For her, the main features that helped to explain social malaise 
were the presence of few houses and non-residential facilities compared to the 
number of flats, as well as the existence of abandoned areas, and places where 
residents cannot see or control the approach to their dwellings. Coleman’s findings 
largely supported Newman’s defensible space theory when she concluded that 
housing design should foster residents’ surveillance and control, and that developing 
island housing sites that could defend themselves are crucial to prevent or stop 
crime. For her, design was clearly related to social malaise and crime.
Even though Coleman argued that design does not determine anything but it 
increases the probabilities against the preservation of civilised standards, she 
provided a list of specific design recommendations that needed to be considered if 
safe housing was to be built. Again, psychosocial factors that affect people’s 
behaviour and reactions to crime were not included.
Fisher and Nasar (1992) also support the idea that physical features of the exterior 
environment could aggravate or ameliorate problems associated with fear and 
victimisation. Based upon Appleton’s original work (1975) about landscape 
preferences9, Fisher and Nasar suggested three main site characteristics that foster 
defensible spaces and affect behaviour and feelings of safety:
8 Coleman worked out a ‘design disadvantagement score’ by using a Chi2 test and comparing the 
actual and the expected percentages for each design attribute measured in each block evaluated. 
Thus, better designs were those that obtained a better percentage (actual) than the expected 
percentage by chance.
Jay Appleton (1975) argued that both the ability to see and the ability to hide are crucial aspects in 
any creature’s landscape preferences because they support survival from animate hazards by offering 
points to see, protect and defend themselves. For him, “Where he [the landscape] has an unimpeded 
opportunity to see we can call it a prospect. Where he has an opportunity to hide, a refuge, (p.73)” . He 
called this the prospect-refuge theory and proposed it as an explanation of human environmental 
preferences. In short, a landscape that offers both, prospect and refuge, is more satisfying than one 
which offers neither. Despite both concepts seem contradictory, Appleton considers them as 
compensatory because the lack of prospect or refuge may be compensated for by the presence of the 
other.
36
Marcela Acuna-Rivera CHAPTER TWO. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
a) Prospect, or the extent a person can look ahead to anticipate possible encounters 
and other features of the neighbourhood;
b) Concealment (or refuge) which is provided by natural or physical barriers that on 
the one hand, may block people’s visibility and, on the other, provide a place were 
both the victim or the offender can hide; and,
c) Escape, which reflects the ease of exit from different points of the place. 
According to this approach, people prefer places that provide prospect and refuge 
because it offers an observation point to see, react and defend from any hazard. 
On the contrary, offenders seek for a refuge where to hide and from which they 
can see but not be seen.
Using observational and closed-ended questionnaires, Fisher and Nasar 
investigated students’ perceptions of safety in three different sites that varied in 
prospect, refuge and escape. Findings confirmed that unsafe feelings were higher in 
areas that provided refuge to potential offenders and low prospect and escape to 
potential victims.
They concluded that defensible spaces should provide low refuge for offenders and 
high prospect and opportunities to escape for residents and other users. For 
instance, an area that provides an exit route from a potential threat fostering contact 
with others that can help when needed provides the opportunity to escape.
From Nasar and Fisher (1993) point of view, feelings of safety are influenced by 
both real levels and people’s inferences about the level of prospect, refuge and the 
ease with which one can escape or get help from others. People make judgements 
and anticipate the level of prospect and refuge of a place without even directly 
experiencing it; therefore any design should adequately incorporate such inferences 
in order to accomplish human’s needs for safety (Appleton, 1975). The problem is 
how to incorporate people’s inferences about prospect and refuge of places if yet 
this has not been investigated.
Another problem with the prospect-concealment-escape approach is that places 
designed using these criteria can serve to both the victim and the offender, and
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could also evoke contradictory feelings and perceptions depending on people’s 
characteristics, their beliefs, experience, and motives, and the situation; for instance, 
features and objects that are liked during daylight may elicit fear at dark. Appleton 
(1975) also argued that under safe conditions people may prefer views of 
anticipated refuge (that is, enclosed areas) but under uncertain situations where 
danger is anticipated, it may elicit fear.
The value of the defensibility of the space and the prospect-concealment-escape 
approaches is that both consider the physical environment in a more general way. 
On the one hand, the defensible space theory suggests that the segmentation of 
spaces into private, semi-public and public areas, support community control and 
surveillance, territorial behaviour and appropriation of the place, signing others that 
it “belongs” to somebody that takes care of it; any intrusion or misconduct will elicit a 
social reaction to defend all areas.
On the other hand, the prospect-concealment-escape notion supports the idea that 
the physical design should provide people with clear points of good visibility and 
possibility of escape, in order to make them feel safe. From this point of view, places 
with high open prospect can easily be read, making exits and roads more visible to 
people, avoiding ‘hot spots’10 (or areas where crime and fear are concentrated) out 
of the sight of people, in order to help them to gain control over the environment and 
any possible hazard. As Nasar and Fisher (1993) assert: “In the specific case of 
crime, individuals confronted with someone intending to rob or attack them would 
feel less safe if ‘entrapped’ by a physical environment which blocked their escape 
from the potential harm” (p.191).
Nevertheless, both approaches have received serious criticisms by social scientists 
for not taking into account the criminological and psycho-social aspects of crime, 
fear and perceived safety; moreover, some authors argue that it encourages crime 
displacement and that a defensible space may at the same time threaten or 
enhance security (Cozens, Hillier and Prescott, 2001a).
10 In short, ‘hot spots or blind spots’ are areas and situations where crime and fear are concentrated 
and that evoke higher fear than others. People make inferences about the safeness of a place by 
evaluating hot spots of fear at two levels: distal, involving more general areas such as the 
neighbourhood or a specific block where people report a general fear that make them to avoid the 
area; and, proximate, where physical (incivilities, prospect, time of the day) and social cues inform 
about the “safeness” of the place. Despite hot spots of fear may be inaccurate they may save people 
from real danger (Nasar and Jones, 1997; Nasar and Fisher, 1993).
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Other authors have even criticised this approach for its physical determinism and for 
not considering the social and psychological characteristics of the residents and 
outsiders (Saville & Sarkissian, 1998). As Taylor (2001b) asserts “In the case of 
crime specifically, social, cultural and economic factors almost always have far 
stronger impact on how much crime is taking place in a locale than design features” 
(p.417). The design-crime relationship is not simple but depends on features of the 
individual, the site and the context, including socio-cultural factors interacting with 
the place.
Merry (1987) also argues that despite the physical environment being an important 
aspect of the neighbourhood, its effect cannot be well understood without attention 
to the psychosocial and cultural forces interacting with the environment such as 
personal attributes (age, gender, experience, emotions, personal beliefs), wealth 
and reputation of the neighbourhood, which set the boundaries for exclusion and 
social control.
Merry also states that what could be a defensible space as defined by Newman’s 
criteria may not be in terms of people’s perceptions and that a fragmented social 
fabric could create an architecturally defensible space undefended. Merry (1981) 
asserts that the contribution of the physical environment to crime and fear occurs 
only under certain social conditions:
“Poor design can create spaces which are widely perceived as dangerous 
where intervention does not occur, but good defensible space design neither 
guarantees that a space will appear safe nor that it will become part of a 
territory which residents defend effectively. The presence o f dangerous 
individuals can make architecturally safe places... seem dangerous. Yet 
familiarity and the expectation that allies will intervene can inspire a sense of 
safety in architecturally more hazardous places..." (p.414). “Spaces maybe 
defensible but not defended if the social apparatus for effective defence is 
lacking” (p. 419).
Another problem of the defensible space theory is that it is not clear whether all 
physical attributes have the same impact in preventing or reducing actual and 
perceived crime, or whether some matter more than others. Determining the extent 
to which each feature contributes to people’s unsafe feelings, and the differential
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effect of the interaction between physical and psychosocial attributes, would also be 
important.
Overall, it can be said that, without denying the role that the physical environment 
plays in perceived safety in residential areas, the defensibility of the space theory 
and the prospect-concealment-escape approach are rather deterministic and 
speculative.
They are deterministic because the role that the physical environment has in 
promoting safety and reinforcing social links of mutual benefit, is overemphasised. It 
is argued that restructuring the physical design of residential areas foster more 
controlled, safe and liveable places, without taking into account that people 
perceive, interact with and adjust the physical environment in terms of their personal 
and collective needs and goals. In addition, authors from these approaches seem to 
apply their design principles to all residential areas irrespectively of personal, 
cultural and social factors that influence perceived safety; what is safe for someone 
may not be for others.
Similarly, these approaches are speculative because they presume that observed 
changes in resident’s behaviour are due to the physical conditions of the area, 
without investigating psychological and social factors that may better explain the 
social dynamics of a specific place, such as prior beliefs, motivations, knowledge, 
experience, values, and culture.
Notwithstanding their criticisms, the defensible space approach and the prospect- 
concealment-escape approach have been largely accepted by planners and policy 
makers because they offer clear design guidelines on what to do to reduce crime 
(Taylor & Harrel, 1996), even when research findings seem to be rather inconsistent 
especially at the psychosocial level (Brunson, Kuo, & Sullivan, 2001).
From this thesis point of view, it is recognised that the built environment can foster 
or inhibit certain behaviours but do not determine it; and its effect should be 
explained in combination with psychosocial processes that occur when people 
interact with their environment. Therefore, modifying general and specific physical
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conditions of the place is one of various factors that need to be looked at if unsafe 
feelings and fear are to be mitigated.
In order to incorporate psychological and social dimensions of perceived safety in 
residential environments, the following section will discuss a conceptual approach 
that takes into account interpretive processes that occur when people evaluate their 
safety. Despite the signal crimes perspective recognises that the physical 
environment is relevant to perceiving safety, this is more person than environment 
centred.
2.2.4 The Signal Crimes Perspective
Different to previous conceptual developments, the signal crimes perspective deals 
with complex psychological processes that are said to account for perceived safety 
and fear in residential areas. It attempts to explain how crime and disorder are 
interpreted as signals that guide people’s perception, interpretation and behaviour 
about crime and the threats to which they are exposed to and which may harm them 
(Innes, 2004). Despite its strong psychological content, this approach largely comes 
from Sociology, which represents both its strength but also its weakness.
This approach argues that previous conceptual perspectives implicitly or explicitly 
assume that crime and disorder incidents in a neighbourhood (indirectly or directly 
experienced) function as a form of signal that is ‘read’ and used to inform beliefs 
about the security of an area. Interestingly, this approach is one of the very few 
conceptual attempts that consider an event and its characteristics as having an 
impact in people’s perceptions of safety.
From this standpoint, it is believed that there are certain incidents that are more 
‘visible’ and matter more to people than others because they cause a person or 
persons to perceive themselves at risk, shaping their beliefs about the level of 
individual and collective security and inducing protective behaviours towards the 
threatening events (Innes, 2004; Innes & Fielding, 2002; Innes & Jones, 2006).
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Three significant dimensions that make an incident a signal are identified:
1) sensitization, which occurs when the community attends to incidents or similar
situations they have encounter in the past;
2) Geographic proximity or the extent an incident is geographically close to an 
individual or the community, the closer the incident the more likely it is to 
become a signal; and,
3) Social proximity, where aspects of people’s lifestyle increase their perception
of facing the incident and being vulnerable to the harm associated to that 
incident (Innes & Jones, 2006).
A signal is said to have three components that serve to differentiate the signal from 
other none significant events (Innes, 2004):
1) an expression, or the denotative description of the incident;
2) a content, or denotative meaning of the incident; and,
3) an effect, which may involve an affective, cognitive and behavioural reaction.
For example, in a qualitative study conducted by Innes, he found that many 
respondents talked about burglaries, car thefts, and robberies, which constituted 
three different but linked expressions (the first component of a signal crime - the 
expression). Participants also talked about the consequences of these events such 
as that people locked their doors and did not want to come out (the third component 
-  the effect) because they probably felt at risk (the second component -  the content 
of the signal). The problem with these results is that the author makes inferences 
from participants’ responses especially regarding the content of what could be a 
signal.
From this approach, three types of signals are identified: Signal crimes, or criminal 
incidents that signal the presence of risk, signal disorders (physical and social) that 
connote the presence of unwanted risks, and a control signal, that reflect the 
mechanisms social control agencies (the government, mass media) have to
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communicate a message to the public and how this can moderate, reduce or amplify 
social perceptions of risk.
The three types of signals can also be situated or disembedded. Situated signals 
are events that have been directly experienced by people and mainly function at the 
local level; disembedded signals result from indirect exposure to the event, 
operating at larger levels such as national and regional, mainly trough mass media. 
Signal crimes, disorder and control, either situated or disembedded, shape personal 
and community fears and unsafe feelings regarding certain events, places or people 
(Innes, 2004; Innes & Fielding, 2002).
Signals could be weak or strong, depending on its power to generate a significant 
degree of public awareness about a specific event, the strongest the event the 
strongest the awareness about that single event. However, cumulative exposure to 
a succession of weak signals may be interpreted as a strong signal, producing a 
shift in people’s belief system; that is, the weak signal is amplified.
In this regard, Innes assert that “ ... the presence of multiple signal disorders or 
signal crimes in close proximity to one another (either temporarily or spatially) may 
serve to increase the perceived significance of other previous and subsequent 
incidents. Awareness of this amplification effect is important in understanding the 
meaning that [signals are] attributed...” (Innes, 2004: 346).
According to authors from this field, signals are important not only because of the 
harm caused to the victim but also for what it signifies to a wider audience. People 
interpret their reality trying to make sense of it, deconstructing the event into 
meaningful accounts in order to identify the causes and the consequences of such 
an event. What really matters is the meaning attached to the event, its causes and 
consequences, since that will inform about the level of risk associated to that event, 
which will also determine future personal-social beliefs and reactions to similar 
events.
Some scholars argue that what is read as signal crime by certain people in a 
specific area may not be interpreted in the same way by different residents in 
another neighbourhood (Innes & Fielding, 2002). That is, not all events have the
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same ‘signal value’ to different people since demographic characteristics of the 
perceiver, overall life style and the context where the event occurs, shape the 
construction of meaning.
As Innes and Fielding assert: “Certain disorderly behaviours or objects may have a 
disproportionate influence in shaping both individual and collective perceptions of 
risk. As such, communities may be able to tolerate certain kinds of disorders but not 
others. This susceptibility to particular crimes may reflect the aggregate 
characteristics of the community” (5.9).
For them, fear of crime is a social response that needs to be understood as a 
“complex, adaptive, social response to a process of signification, as well as to the 
actual nature of any criminal or disorderly act performed” (Innes & Fielding, 2002: 
1.2). Therefore, understanding the role of the social structure in shaping the social 
reaction to crime is crucial.
To summarise the main assumptions of the signal crimes perspective, an excerpt by 
Innes (2004) is reproduced below:
The central proposition is that people tend to construct their understandings of 
crime and disorder, and thus their perceptions of criminogenic risk, around certain 
‘signal’ incidents. Not all crimes and disorders have equal value in terms of how 
collective risk perceptions are assembled. Thus some murders matter more than 
others in shaping collective risk perceptions, as do some burglaries, and some 
forms of vandalism and anti-social behaviour, depending upon the ‘social visibility’ 
that an incident assumes in the life of a collective. Importantly, it [argues] that the 
interpretation of key signals is a generic social process underpinning how people 
interpret and make sense of their co-present experiences, as well as the crime 
news they glean from mass media sources.” (p. 352).
It seems then that people construct their beliefs about crime underpinned on specific 
events that are visible enough that they can. be recalled by the community as 
relevant signs that inform people about the level of risk associated to that event. The 
more geographically and socially proximate the event, the strongest the signal will 
be. The interpretation of the signals, Innes argue, is socially constructed and 
influenced by the mass media.
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However, several questions remain unanswered such as what is the role of the 
interpretative and affective processes that occur when an individual recognises a 
visible sign? How is it that an event becomes a visible sign? What is risk and how its 
levels are determined? How signals are constructed? What are the physical 
attributes associated to specific signals? What makes of an event a ‘signal’ for one 
group and not for another? What are the main group attributes associated with a 
specific signal (if any)? What do they mean by risk? What are the components of 
risk? How is it that perceived risk evokes unsafe feelings or fear, or even worry? 
How signals and risks are communicated to the group? How people understand, 
face, and attenuate risks? Risk to what?
A major criticism to Innes’ conceptual formulation is that despite it is clearly person 
centred since he recognises that the construction of signals and risk involves 
cognitive, affective and behavioural reactions, he concludes that signals and safety 
are socially constructed. For him, people respond to risks in accordance with what 
they have learned from society and mass media, which affects how they understand 
and make sense of the world. Individual characteristics and psychological processes 
that occur when people evaluate and interpret all the incoming information in order 
to generate a response are subsumed to social accounts of the particular event, but 
how are actual responses constructed?
Responding to a threat implies a person recognising and interpreting incoming 
information by comparing and combining pre-existent social and personal beliefs, 
norms and experiences, with new information from the environment and the current 
situation, linked with a variety of emotions, motives, expectations and judgements 
about the safeness of the place and the event. The final response may be adaptive 
to the eyes of the person, even when the group does not share the same view. 
Regrettably, this type of information processing where personal and social beliefs 
interact with the environment and the event in order to elicit a response, is not 
considered by the signal crimes approach.
Two other criticisms can be made to the signal crimes approach. On the one hand, it 
only considers the characteristics of the event, leaving aside the effect of the 
physical environment and the overall context in people’s perceptions of risk and
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safety. On the second hand, the lack of empirical support debilitates what is 
conceptually formulated.
In sum, it seems that the recognition of signals and its consequent response are 
socially determined; personal characteristics, psychological processes and the 
contribution of the physical environment, are rather ignored. Moreover, this 
approach is descriptive and somewhat speculative rather than explicative and 
empirically based, which is also a deficiency of the approaches previously discussed 
in this chapter (Semmens, 2004).
In spite of its criticisms, the signal crimes approach is one of the few conceptual 
developments that highlights the role that psychological processes and the event 
characteristics have in explaining perceived safety in residential environments, such 
as risk perception. Innes and Jones (2006) further introduced risk perception as a 
factor that affects perceived safety and fear. They expanded the signal approach by 
introducing “the 3Rs’ of urban change (Risk, Resilience and Recovery factors), in 
order to explain how crime, disorder, fear and social control affect neighbourhood 
security, though this development will be presented in the next section as it deals 
more with the concept of risk.
From this thesis point of view, it is believed that explaining perceptions of safety 
implies the understanding of psychological, social and environmental factors that 
influence people’s behaviour; investigating all these factors without being 
deterministic is crucial if a significant progress in the field is to be made. 
Recognising the complexity of the phenomena, the present research investigates 
psychosocial factors that may have an effect in perceptions of safety, such as risk 
perception.
The next chapter will discuss progress to date within the field regarding the role that 
risk perception has in perceived safety and fear. Most influential figures and their 
conceptual developments will be presented.
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2.3 A last consideration: Conceptual and methodological problems in the field
In recent years, there has been an increasing concern about the conceptual and 
methodological weaknesses within the field, which have impede the use of 
generalisable conclusions (Farrall, Bannister, Ditton, & Gilchrist, 1997; Ferraro & 
LaGrange, 1987; Hale, 1996; Jackson, 2004b; Semmens, 2004).
Farrall and colleagues assert that there are serious conceptual and methodological 
concerns that have limited the progress in the field of fear of crime. At a conceptual 
level, research in this field has been criticised for not considering participants’ 
understandings and views about crime. They argue that the widespread use of 
surveys has ‘decontextualised’ the problem and the variety of meanings and 
emotions involved have not been captured adequately. In addition, most research in 
the field offers little conceptual and operational distinction between concepts such 
as fear, worry, concern, safety, risk, crime, and victimisation (Ferraro & LaGrange, 
1987; Jackson, 2004b).
Other methodological concerns refer to the way fear and related concepts are 
operationalised. Researchers in the field do not distinguish between specific types of 
offences and their temporal, spatial and social contexts, which has limited the 
conceptual progress and the quality of data gathered (Farrall ef a/, 1997).
For instance, questions used often ask participants about ‘crime’ in general or ‘how 
safe/fearful/worried/concerned do they feel walking around alone in a certain area. 
Undoubtedly, making conceptual and operational distinctions between concepts and 
situations, and establishing the context where specific events occur, is needed.
Another type of concern is that regarding the excessive use of surveys and the 
wording of questions used. Farrall and his colleagues conducted a study to compare 
results obtained from open-closed and open-ended questions, and found out that 
same participants gave different answers to very similar or identical questions 
depending upon the nature of the questions.
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They concluded that quantitative and qualitative methodologies may yield different 
conclusions that are attributable to the method used, rather than changes in the 
participants’ reports. Fattah (1993) concurs with Farrall’s standpoint and note that 
different results are produced when using open questions or close-ended questions 
since the latter direct participants’ responses.
Asking questions or using vignettes that measure cognitive and affective elements 
of fear would be more informative. Nevertheless, measuring affective responses by 
means of questionnaires or interviews does not solve the problem as no real 
reactions would be captured; other forms of measuring them are necessary.
To summarise, it can be argued that 'fear of crime’ can mean different things to 
different people and its current utility is open to question (Ferraro & LaGrange, 
1987). More research efforts should be done to clearly define fear, safety, and other 
related concepts, as well as to look for more innovative and reliable ways of 
measuring them. Specific, temporal, spatial, and social contexts should also be 
determined.
2.4 Summary
This chapter addressed main theoretical assumptions in the field of fear of crime 
and perceived safety in residential neighbourhoods. On the one hand, the broken 
windows theory, the incivilities thesis, the notion of disorder, and the defensibility of 
the space theory emphasise the role that specific or general physical attributes of 
the environment have in generating unsafe feelings.
The assumption that is common to these perspectives is that physical and social 
cues in the neighbourhood have significant impacts on community life, and their 
deterioration might not only lead residents to lose social control and live in a 
declining and destabilised place, but also to more serious crimes and a concomitant 
increase in fear of victimization. Thus, modifications in the physical environment 
may improve actual and perceived crime, as well as reactions to it.
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In spite of the progress these approaches have gained, they have been criticised in 
different ways: sometimes because of their physical determinism, others because of 
the lack of empirical support or inconsistent findings, and finally, because “A large 
chunk of the new literature comes from unimaginative, repetitive studies which do 
nothing more than replicate old findings and confirm existing confusions and 
contradictions (Semmens, 2004: 2). Moreover, the lack of reliable and consistent 
empirical results (Innes, 2004), due in part to the methodological and conceptual 
weaknesses in the field, have misrepresented the true nature of the perceptions of 
safety and fear of crime (Farrall, Gray & Jackson, 2007; Semmens, 2004).
In addition, the role that interpretative processes involving personal beliefs, 
experience, emotions, needs, values and culture which affect people’s judgements 
about places, is not considered. It seems to be that people are considered as 
passive actors who react to external stimulus without taking into account that they 
analyse and adjust pre-existing and new incoming information in order to 
understand and respond to the situation and fulfil their goals.
As an attempt to incorporate psychological processes that account for perceptions 
of safety in residential environments, next chapter will discuss two different 
perspectives: the fear risk paradox and the risk perception approach. The first one, 
the fear risk paradox, emerged because of inconsistencies found in the field and the 
need of incorporating other more psychological factors such as risk perception, 
though its progress has not been as expected.
The second perspective, the risk perception approach, is introduced here as a more 
established and developed framework that offers a psychological standpoint that 
may better account for the relationship between perceived disorder and safety in 
residential neighbourhoods.
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R is k  p e r c e p t io n  a s  p r e d ic t o r  o f  s a f e t y
3.1 Introduction
As it was stated in the previous chapter, current theoretical approaches in the study 
of fear of crime and perceived safety show conceptual and methodological 
inconsistencies that urge a paradigm shift. This thesis argues that a more 
psychological less deterministic formulation involving not only physical but personal 
and social factors is needed.
This chapter presents a rather recent developed perspective which considers 
interpretive processes that occur when people interact with places, the fear-risk 
paradox. Its conceptual developments have fundamentally emanated from 
criminological and sociological areas of research which argue that other personal 
and contextual factors need to be considered if a better understanding of the fear of 
crime and perceived safety is to be made.
Nonetheless, it has been recognised that the explicative power of the perspectives 
investigating the fear-risk paradox is stili limited due to inconsistent empirical 
evidence and lack of a more precise framework (Jackson, 2006a, 2006b, 2008; 
Chadee, Austen & Ditton, 2007).
A second approach, the risk perception approach, is introduced here as an 
alternative to the fear-risk paradox. It represents a well established psychological 
framework that has been largely used to explain how we perceive and understand 
environmental, technological and health risks. Within this framework, risk perception 
is conceived as a multidimensional concept that reflects a person’s subjective 
evaluation of hazards, which involves cognitive, affective and behavioural processes 
that help her or him to understand and face threats.
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As it will be further discussed, the risk perception approach has been widely 
developed by psychologists and its progress may well contribute to the 
understanding of perceptions of threats and safety in residential environments.
Surprisingly no one investigating the fear-risk paradox has considered the risk 
perception approach as an alternative to better understand the relationship between 
perceived disorder and safety. Similarly, no one investigating environmental and 
technological risks has used this framework to explain social risks such as crime 
and fear of victimisation. This chapter attempts to integrate both perspectives in 
order to better account for the relationship between perceived disorder and safety in 
residential areas.
Following sections present the conceptual and empirical developments within the 
fear-risk paradox and the risk perception approach. A summary of the chapter is 
included at the end of this chapter.
3.2 The fear -  risk paradox
The debate about incorporating risk as a key component to account for fear of crime 
becomes relevant because of two reasons:
1) The lack of a specific definition of fear of crime has meant it has been measured 
using cognitive judgements of crime, which some authors think it is rather a 
measure of perceived risk (Ferraro, 1995; LaGrange, Ferraro & Supancic, 1992). 
Wilcox-Rountree and Land (1996) argue that risk perception is conceptually 
distinct from fear, since the former represents a cognitive judgement of crime and 
the latter is rather an emotional expression towards crime. Gabriel and Greve 
(2003) assert that fear of crime has three dimensions (emotional, cognitive and 
behavioural) and that risk perception represents its cognitive dimension as it 
involves judgements about how threatening or dangerous a situation is.
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2) Research findings demonstrated that fear was greatest amongst those who 
perceive themselves to be most vulnerable, when in fact they were at least 
objective risk of victimisation such as women, the elderly, and racial minorities 
(Wyant, 2008). Actually, this is why it is called the fear-risk paradox.
In addition, some research findings also suggested that disorder was more strongly 
related to risk perception and sensitivity to risk, and that the latter were better 
predictors of fear of crime and perceived safety (Chadee et al, 2007; Ferraro, 1995; 
Hale, 1996; LaGrange et al, 1992; LaGrange & Ferraro, 1989; Jackson, 2002, 2008; 
Wilcox-Rountree & Land 1996; Warr, 1987). As it will be discussed below, the 
problem with this standpoint is that important terms such as risk perception are not 
clearly defined and little empirical evidence has been provided.
Table 3.1 shows the most representative figures in the study of the fear-risk 
paradox. Only authors who provided conceptual developments were included. In 
short, all authors argue that risk perception is a cognitive judgement of crime that 
needs to be investigated if fear of crime is to be understood. Main assumptions from 
each approach are explained below.
In 1981, Garofalo defined fear of crime as an emotional reaction that is influenced 
by perceptual and interpretative processes that interact with each other to elicit a 
response. For him, the fear must be elicited by perceived environmental cues that 
relate to some aspect of personal harm.
Garofalo developed an integrative model that depicts the relationships between 
personal attributes, experience, images of crime, risk and fear, and establishes the 
consequences of such dynamic (Figure 3.1). Besides the relationships and feedback 
loops he suggested in his model, this author incorporated psychological and social 
factors that affect perceptions of risk and fear, as well as their reactions to crime.
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Table 3.1 Most representative figures in the study of the fear-risk paradox.
Y EAR AUTHOR CO N CEPT T C; MAIN ASSUMPTION
1981 Garofalo Model of the fear 
of crime and its 
consequences
Demographic attributes, beliefs, attitudes, experience 
(either direct or indirect), and overall lifestyle, influence 
the image of crime held by a person, which in turn affects 
assessments of risk. Once the risk and its consequences 
have been estimated, fear and reactions to it emerge.
1984,
1987
Warr Multiplicative 
Model (1984)
Fear is based on perceived seriousness of the offence 
and perceived risk (or the likelihood of occurrence).
Sensitivity Model 
(1987)
Fear is the result of both perceived risk and sensitivity to 
risk (or the perceived seriousness of the offence and 
vulnerability).
1990 Killias Vulnerability Physical, social and situational aspects of vulnerability 
interacting with dimensions of threats (exposure to non- 
legible risk, the seriousness of the consequences of 
victimization, and the loss of control), determine fear of 
crime.
1995 Ferraro Risk
interpretation
approach
People evaluate a particular situation by means of an 
interpretative and interactive process that compares all 
information available that includes personal and social 
meanings, their experience, “second hand sources” such 
as the media, and the situational context (physical and 
cultural) as a whole.
2004 Semmens Emergent model 
of vulnerability
Vulnerability is the result of the perception of oneself and 
of the offence. Both perceptions are based on the 
perceived likelihood of the offence occurrence (or 
perceived risk) and the seriousness of the offence.
2006 Innes
and
Jones
Signal crimes 
and disorders 
as risk factors
Risk perception is a subjective construction shaped by 
the semiotic characteristics of the threat and the existing 
social matrix.
2008 Jackson Understanding 
fear of crime: 
linking its 
psychological 
and sociological 
factors
Individual judgements and interpretations of risk are 
equally important as social meanings of risk. He 
proposes a contextualistic model of risk that brings 
together both approaches.
Garofalo stated that a person’s demographic attributes, beliefs, attitudes, experience 
(either direct or indirect), and overall lifestyle, influence the image of crime1 held by 
a person, which in turn affects her/his assessment of risk. Despite he recognised it, 
he did not include the physical environment as an external source that affects the 
proposed interpretative process.
In accordance with Garofalo, risk assessment depends on four elements: 
prevalence, or the amount of types of crime a person is aware of; likelihood, or the 
probability of occurrence of the offence; vulnerability, or the extent demographic 
characteristics and protective resources make of a person an easy target; and the
1 According to Garofalo, an image of crime consists of various elements: the nature of crime, 
characteristics of the offenders and the victims, and the consequences of the offence. The easiness of 
retrieving such images of crime will depend on how relevant for a person’s life it is.
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anticipation of the consequences. Once the risk and its consequences have been 
estimated, fear2 and reactions to it emerge.
For him, reactions to fear are mediated by the consideration of costs and options 
available to reduce it, and, as a consequence, fear of crime might be redefined 
(attenuated or aggravated); that is, by considering costs and options, a person 
seeks to reduce the dissonance between her/his attitudes, beliefs and feelings, and 
the fear of crime.
From Garofalo’s standpoint reactions to fear of crime may either involve the person 
who is feeling fear such as in the case of avoidance reactions and protective 
behaviours; or other people, by the sharing of information and emotions with others, 
as well as the promotion of social participation in the reduction of fear. Individual 
responses to fear will produce positive or negative social outcomes such as social 
solidarity or distrust and withdrawal.
Another response to fear may involve information seeking from second sources 
(other people or the media) or by means of scanning the environment to identify 
cues that might indicate the possibility of danger. Individual responses act as 
catalysts that initiate other social processes as reactions to crime and fear. These 
may include negative reactions such as distrust, withdrawal, low social control and 
conflict; or more positive reactions like sense of community, social solidarity and 
support.
In sum, Garofalo’s model is more focused on psychological processes that involve 
personal characteristics, knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, motivations and images of 
crime that influence the way a person evaluates risk, which in turn may elicit fear 
and further reactions. Social responses to crime and fear are the outcome of many 
individual reactions.
2 Garofalo (1981) distinguishes between anticipated fear and actual fear, where the former refers to 
hypothetical situations that may produce fear in the eyes of a person, and the latter refers to direct 
experience. “Anticipation of being fearful in particular situations may or may not be based on having 
experienced actual fear in similar situations during the past” (p. 841).
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In spite of considering relevant psychological processes and relationships between 
all intervening factors proposed, this model did not consider social processes (such 
as norms and culture), the situation and the overall context as key components that 
provide feedback to the individual when interpreting a specific event. Moreover, he 
did not present empirical evidence for the factors and relationships suggested; 
regrettably neither he nor other scholars further elaborated or tested this model.
Later, Warr (1987) argued that fear is an emotional reaction to a particular crime that 
depends on both the perceived risk (likelihood of occurrence) and the individual’s 
sensitivity to a specific risk. He proposed two closely related models underpinned on 
characteristics of both the offence (the multiplicative model) and the individual (the 
sensitivity model). The multiplicative model establishes that the fear associated to 
an offence is dependant on the perceived risk and the perceived seriousness of the 
offence. This means that an offence should be perceived as sufficiently serious and 
highly likely to elicit fear.
In the sensitivity model, fear is a function of perceived risk and sensitivity to risk for 
that offence, where the latter is. influenced by the perceived seriousness of an 
offence and vulnerability3. Warr (1984) found that sensitivity to risk varies from one 
offence to another, in proportion to the perceived seriousness. Thus, identical levels 
of perceived risk for different offences will not necessary elicit same levels of fear.
Chadee, Austen and Ditton (2007) conducted a longitudinal study to investigate 
sensitivity to risk, and found that those that reported to be more afraid also tend to 
perceive the 24 offences measured as more likely to occur than those that were less 
afraid of. In addition, they confirmed that responses to risk vary depending on the 
type of offence, and that such perceptions were more stable over time.
Warr (1984) asserts that both perceived risk and sensitivity to risk are necessary to 
elicit fear and that high levels of one of them do not guarantee the presence of fear if 
the other is absent. Despite this author refers to vulnerability as one of the 
components of sensitivity to risk, he did not develop the concept and did not explain 
how it interacts with the perceived seriousness of the offence.
3 Vulnerability, in its traditional conceptualisation within the field, refers to those socio-demographic 
characteristics that increase the probabilities of being at risk such as being women, elderly, and poor.
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Killias (1990) proposes an alternative model to Warr’s sensitivity model, elaborating 
the concept of vulnerability and incorporating a new one: the notion of control. Killias 
recognised that despite previous research investigating the role that vulnerability 
plays in explaining fear this concept offers only a partial explanation of the higher 
levels of fear amongst women and the elderly. It seems that the common 
characteristic to both groups is the lack of defence and protection, or loss of control, 
as they are physically weak (compared to men and young persons) and less able to 
defend themselves. .
Killias identifies three dimensions of threat that are closely related to physical, social 
and situational aspects of vulnerability: exposure to non-legible risk, anticipation of 
serious consequences and loss of control or the lack of effective defence in terms of 
protective measures and/or possibilities to escape. The interaction between the 
three factors is necessary to elicit fear.
From Killias point of view, physical characteristics such as sex, age, level of fitness 
and socio-economical status, as well as social factors such as type of job, time 
spent outdoors and routine activities, may increase (or not) vulnerability and 
exposure to risk. Situational factors such as the presence of incivilities may act as 
reminders of the existence of certain risk underpinned on previous victimization 
experiences (direct or indirect) and thus increase perceptions of vulnerability and 
risk.
Nonetheless, how fearful a person would be will not only depend on how risky the 
situation is perceived but also on the possibility to anticipate the risk, the 
seriousness of the consequences, and the perceived capability of controlling the risk 
(facing or escaping to risk). The interaction between the aspects of vulnerability and 
the dimensions of threat, will determine fear of crime. Regrettably Killias did not 
explain how such interaction occurs.
Semmens (2004) argues that the concept of vulnerability is at the core of the 
problem in explaining fear of crime and, underpinned on Warr’s sensitivity model 
and Killias’ model of vulnerability, she suggests an “emergent model of 
vulnerability”. This model proposes that individual’s vulnerability is a composite 
measure of two elements: the perception of oneself and the perception of the
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offence. Both perceptions are in turn based in two components: risk (or the 
perceived likelihood of the offence occurring) and seriousness. Despite she 
recognises that the concept of ‘seriousness’ is still undefined, she suggests that it is 
related with vulnerability and the violation of well-being.
Even though the three previous approaches were described as separate 
developments, they seem complementary, as the last two authors elaborated on 
Warr’s conceptual development. Three key components that elicit fear of crime and 
that are common to these authors are identified: the perceived likelihood of 
occurrence of a specific threat, the perceived seriousness of the threat and 
vulnerability (determined by personal characteristics such as age, gender, and 
weight).
Literature on fear of crime has extensively discussed the relevance of investigating 
the role that vulnerability has in eliciting fear, although at a conceptual level 
vulnerability has not been convincingly developed (Semmens, 2004). In most cases 
vulnerability refers to personal or dispositional traits (age, gender, weight) that make 
people more likely to be at risk of victimisation, without considering the subjective 
evaluation of one’s vulnerability and the effect that perceived control might have in 
perceived vulnerability and risk.
Two additional assumptions deserve attention:
1) Warr’s findings that sensitivity to risk varies depending on the offence, and that 
high levels of perceived risk and sensitivity are necessary to elicit fear; and,
2) Killias’ notion of control.
It would be interesting to identify what offences elicit certain levels of perceived risk 
and sensitivity, how they are related to vulnerability, and whether there are other 
variables such as perceived control, prior beliefs and motivations, which may 
influence sensitivity and perceived risk.
Even though these approaches represent a step forward, none of the authors 
explain what attributes of the offence and the person influence perceived 
seriousness and its likelihood of occurrence, and whether the context affects such
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perceptions. They neither make it clear what the difference between actual risk and 
perceived risks is, nor consider the interaction between the psychosocial and the 
physical attributes of the environment where an event occurs.
Looking into another line of research, Ferraro (1995) asserts that fear of crime is 
rather an emotional response of dread or anxiety to crime or symbols associated 
with crime. For him, the recognition of a potential danger, which he calls perceived 
risk, is necessary to elicit fear. People react to crime in terms of both the situational 
context and the personal meanings attached to each type of crime, which in turn are 
derived from the social interaction with others (including knowledge from experts 
and culture) and the physical environment.
Pre-existent meanings may be transformed when facing new situations since a new 
interpretative process takes place in order to evaluate the current situation and the 
consequent reaction. In doing so, people gather and interpret not only actual facts 
but all sorts of information available regarding victimization, in order to identify the 
source of danger and estimate the risk. Such interpretative process occurs in a 
situational context which involves a person’s physical location and activities, the 
physical environment (including its degree of incivilities), actual crime and 
victimisation experiences. .
In short, what Ferraro states is that people evaluate a particular situation by means 
of interpretative and interactive processes that compares all information available 
that includes personal and social meanings, their experience, “second hand 
sources” such as the media, and the situational context (physical and cultural) as a 
whole. People may adjust their pre-existing meanings in light of the current situation 
which in turn will affect future beliefs and behaviour. Therefore, people's perceptions 
of risk and behaviour need to be investigated within the context where they occur.
Another important contribution from Ferraro is the assumption that people tend to 
maintain a “perceptual distance” from crime. That is, public estimates of risk seem to 
be higher in the nation or in other areas, than in their own city or neighbourhood, 
even regardless of the actual facts. He explains this phenomenon by arguing that on 
the one hand, routine activities and familiar places make people feel safer, who also 
think that offenders in the area are strangers or outsiders. On the second hand,
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people usually perceive negative events as happening to others and not to 
themselves.
Ferraro suggests a generic model of fear of crime based on a risk interpretation 
approach (Figure 3.2). According to this model, macro-level ecological forces 
(information about actual crime and reputation of the place, and community 
organization) as well as personal traits influence judgements about the risk and fear 
of crime. Both shape perceptions of neighbourhood incivilities and cohesion, which 
in turn affect perceived risk. The meanings that a person has learnt as associated 
with such ecological factors and their own personal meanings influence the way 
he/she will assess the risk of being victimised.
Perceptions of neighbourhood characteristics and risk may have several outcomes, 
one of them is fear, but people may also adapt their behaviour (e.g., constrained or 
defensive actions, political activism, or avoidance behaviours) as an answer to the 
level of perceived risk. From Ferraro’s point of view, risk implies exposure to the 
chance of loss or injury, and one can never be sure of the risks of victimization; we 
judge risks in terms of who we are, our personal experience and the available 
information in the environment. Perceived risk and reactions to it are developed 
within a context interacting with socially constructed meanings. The higher the 
perceived risk the more information we seek in the environment.
Figure 3.2 Ferraro's Generic Model of fear of crime based on a Risk Interpretation Approach 
(reproduced from Ferraro, 1995, p. 18).
Ecological (Macro)
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According to Ferraro perceived risk and fear are different concepts that represent 
extreme sides of the same continuum called “crime perception”; thus, they should be 
investigated separately. In accordance to Ferraro, risk assessment is the cognitive 
evaluation (what we think) and fear is the affective expression (what we feel or are 
worried of) of perceptions of crime.
Ferraro includes “values” in the middle of the continuum which refers to the extent a 
person is concerned about crime (it includes perceived seriousness of the event), 
although he does not elaborate more on this regard. Nevertheless, current research 
in the risk perception tradition seems to challenge Ferraro’s point of view, as it 
points out that the perception of risk is a multidimensional and context dependant 
concept that involves intuitive, cognitive and affective evaluations towards hazards 
and their consequences. Several reactions may occur as a consequence of risk 
perception, including fear.
To demonstrate the effectiveness of his approach, Ferraro (1995) conducted a 
telephone survey in the United States, in order to determine the best predictors of 
fear of crime. He found that location in the country, gender, race, familiarity, and 
victimisation experience, are good predictors of both perceived risk and fear of 
crime. On the contrary, signs of physical and social incivilities are better predictors 
of perceived risk, and the latter was the best predictor of fear of crime and 
constrained behaviour, which are considered the two main outcomes of perceived 
risk. That is “the higher one’s perceived risk, the more he or she has constrained 
everyday activities; and the more a person constrains everyday activities, the more 
fearful of crime he or she will be. [That is] perceived risk shapes constrained 
behaviour which in turn influences fear” (p. 63).
Ferraro concludes from this and other studies he conducted that “the effect of 
incivility on fear is almost entirely mediated through perceived risk of crime” 
(Ferraro, 1995, p.63), and that ecological and neighbourhood variables are more 
important in shaping risk perception, as their effect on fear is indirect. Considering 
all these variables is crucial to understand fear of crime and people’s behaviour.
One major problem from Ferraro’s conceptual model is that perceived risk is not 
clearly defined. He asserts that risk perception implies the recognition of a potential
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danger though he does not explain what it implies and how it is constructed. In his 
study, Ferraro measured risk perception as the likelihood of occurrence of an event, 
which may be considered as the way he conceptualised risk perception but he never 
said this. In addition, there are concepts such as “situational context” and values” to 
which no clear definitions and components are clearly stated, although their effect is 
considered as relevant.
Notwithstanding this, Ferraro’s approach represents the most integrative approach 
within the study of the fear-risk paradox which considers the interaction between the 
individual, the society and the physical environment. Unfortunately, no further 
conceptual and empirical developments supporting his views have been found.
Another line of research is offered by the signal crimes approach which part of it was 
discussed in the previous chapter. Innes and Fielding (2002) assert that risks are 
part of the individual’s surrounding belief system and research should be address in 
identifying the mental process of risk perception. For them, risk perception is 
subjective and shaped by two main sources, the semiotic characteristics of the 
threat and the existing social matrix.
The idea of investigating the internal processes that occur when a person perceives 
risk and determines its level of tolerance, goes a step forward from their initial 
developments, though they neither elaborated on this regard nor on the subjective 
construction of risk.
Later, Innes and Jones (2006) argued that feelings of (in)security may not only lead 
a place to more decay, but also to remain stable or improve in terms of their 
economic and social environment; it is just a matter of identifying the 
“neighbourhood-level drivers” of such complex process in order to induce change in 
neighbourhoods. They identified three drivers of urban change:
1) Risk factors, or conditions that pose a community at risk of decline such 
as disorder and crime; ■
2) Resilience factors, or how community strategies enable them to 
overcome problems to maintain social control; and,
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3) Recovery factors, or the capacities a community possess to improve their 
conditions.
Innes and Jones asserted that considering the three drivers at the neighbourhood 
level contributes to the understanding of the relationship between crime and 
(in)security, and how a positive urban change can be induced. However, only the 
risk factors will be explained in this section since the other two, resilience and 
recovery factors, are not related with the aims of this thesis.
Risk factors are those incidents and problems that inhibit neighbourhood security 
and that foster decay and decline. Innes and Jones assert that signal crimes and 
disorder as well as control signals are amongst the most important risk factors 
present in a neighbourhood. They are risk factors because they increase the 
likelihood of decline and decay of an area but do not determine it since there are 
community mechanisms that help them to face and recover from them.
People attend to these risk factors rather than overall events because they inform 
about the level of security of a place and the possible presence of wider risks or 
threats that may harm them. Thus, it is the perceptions of signals crimes and 
disorders (as risk factors) that matter the most as they induce emotional and 
cognitive states that will affect the way the individual and the community react.
A sense of security implies that people do not perceive any proximate risk factor that 
threatens their personal or group’s security, or at least at a tolerable level. In order 
to identify people’s perceptions and experiences about the main crime and disorder 
problems, Innes and Jones conducted a study in four selected areas in England. 
They found that awareness of crime, disorder and responses to it had an impact on 
perceptions of security and neighbourhood change.
Something interesting and innovative about this conceptual approach is that the 
authors shifted from using the concept of ‘fear of crime’ to the term of ‘feelings of 
security and insecurity’ (or perceptions). However, they did not explain why they 
shifted from one concept to the other and why now they argue that the perception of 
signal crimes and disorders generate feelings of insecurity instead of fear of crime, 
as they previously argued. In addition, they use the terms security and safety in a
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rather confusing manner without explaining whether there is a semantic difference 
between the terms or whether they are synonyms.
Another problem that characterise this perspective is that it makes reference to 
perceptual and interpretative processes that are not defined. Moreover, authors from 
this line of research argue that the meanings of risk, safety and fear are socially 
constructed but they do not explain what social factors better explain them and what 
the link with psychological and environmental factors is.
Risk perception is not only explained by social forces in the environment but also by 
psychological processes that occur when people as individuals interpret and interact 
with their environment. Such vagueness arises in part because, having its roots in 
Sociology, this perspective attempts to explain the psychological dimensions of risk 
and perceived safety. Moreover, the signal crimes approach relies more on 
descriptive and speculative assumptions rather than empirical evidence that proves 
its explicative power.
More recently, Jackson (2008, 2006a, 2006b) recognises that current developments 
in the field have failed in two important ways: 1) in linking findings from sociology 
and psychology in the study of fear of crime and safety; and, 2) in incorporating risk 
perception as a key factor. He asserts that both fields of research have been 
investigating the cognitive and emotional features of threat appraisal, combined with 
the social meanings of risks and its amplification, without considering developments 
from each other.
In an attempt to integrate useful concepts from psychology and sociology that may 
account for fear of crime, Jackson (2008, 2006b) considers what Thompson and 
Dean (1996) called “the contextualist formulation of risk4 and incorporates other 
elements from previous approaches. He suggests a framework that “considers the 
psychology of risk; how risk is constructed and information circulated; the
4 These authors argue that there are two competing conceptions of risk: 1) a probabilist conception, 
which considers the probability of occurrence and consequences of an event; and, 2) a contextualist 
conception, which incorporates other factors such as familiarity, voluntariness in undertaking the risk, 
personal and/or social danger. The first one reflects an expert or scientific interpretation of a risk and its 
dangerous consequences, without taking into account public's perceptions of that risk; whereas the 
second conception states that risk is rather a personal interpretation of the threat that involves 
individual and contextual factors.
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institutional processes and interests at play in amplification and attenuation; and the 
social meaning of crime that infuses and inflects public perceptions of risk” (p. 144).
From Jackson’s standpoint, the public evaluate risks in terms of likelihood, control, 
consequence, vividness and moral judgements. People develop an image of the 
criminal event and its consequences, a sense of its likelihood of occurrence 
(considering who is responsible for and where it might take place), and the 
possibility of controlling it. Such images and information about crime are influenced 
by social and cultural dispositions that determine which risk individuals pay 
attention.
According to Jackson people learn about risk of crime from day-to-day encounters 
with symbols associated to crime and disorder (such symbols include actors, 
behaviours, and physical and social signs of decay), and from normative and 
cultural dispositions embedded in a complex social system that is full of meaning 
and that shapes personal and community perceptions (Jackson, 2000a; 2006b).
For Jackson, societies create their own forms of criminality through the 
establishment of legal rules that influence personal beliefs and behaviour. Certain 
actors in society (government, institutions, community leaders, mass media) may 
amplify or attenuate the risk and its consequences. Therefore, fear of crime includes 
public perceptions of symbols of crime that reflect societal moral and ideological 
values that shape personal and community views of social order. Such perceptions 
incorporate both cognitive and emotional representations of risk.
The value of Jackson’s conceptual formulation is that he attempts to integrate two 
frameworks that can enrich one another. Nonetheless, this author fails to explain 
how risk perception and fear are related, and whether they are part of the same 
continuum or whether one explains the other. More importantly, he does not 
consider the importance of the interaction between psychological, social and 
environmental components that influence the way people react to crime. As noted 
by Ferraro (1995), such interaction may adjust pre-existent conceptions and 
reactions towards crime, risk and fear. But as Jackson recognises, his conceptual 
approach is rather speculative and further conceptual and empirical research is 
needed.
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To summarise the fear-risk paradox it can be said that most scholars seem to 
concur that fear is an emotional reaction to perceived threats, and risk is a cognitive 
dimension of individual’s appraisals of the likelihood of personal risk (Chadee, 
Austen & Ditton, 2007); though yet it is not clear whether risk is either separated 
from fear or a component of fear.
From this thesis point of view, it is believed that fear and risk are two different but 
related concepts. Indeed, whereas fear is considered as an emotional reaction risk 
perception is not only determined by cognitive judgements but also by affective 
considerations that affect decision making. Any event is associated with positive or 
negative feelings that guide judgements about risk (Finucane, Alhakami, Slovic, 
Johnson, 2000a). This perspective will be further elaborated.
It seems that there are two general trends to conceptualise risk perception: one that 
argues that personal characteristics and the perception of the offence determine 
perceptions of safety. That is, a person’s demographic and physical attributes, the 
likelihood of occurrence and the seriousness of an offence, and one’s ability to 
control the offence and its consequences, are important to elicit unsafe feelings and 
fear (Warr, 1984, 1987; Killias, 1990; Semmens, 2004). An important contribution 
from Warr is the acknowledgement of a differential impact depending on the type of 
offence though he did not further elaborated it.
The second trend is mainly represented by Garofalo’s (1981) and Ferraro’s (1995) 
conceptual developments, where personal, social and environmental factors interact 
with each other to elicit unsafe feelings. Garofalo asserts that risk assessment 
depends on prevalence (awareness of crime), likelihood of occurrence of an 
offence, vulnerability (demographic characteristics) and the anticipation of 
consequences. Once the risk and its consequences have been estimated then fear 
or unsafe feelings appear.
Ferraro argues that the situational context and the personal meanings associated 
with each type of offence influence people’s reactions to crime. For him such 
meanings result from the interaction between others and the physical environment. 
Pre-existing meanings may be transformed when a person faces new situations 
since she/he gather and interpret not only actual facts but all sorts of new and
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previous information available regarding victimisation in order to estimate possible 
risks and react accordingly. Garofalo and Ferraro argue that perceptions of 
neighbourhood characteristics and perceived risk may have different outcomes, one 
of them is unsafe feelings.
One major problem that characterises the work within the fear-risk paradox is the 
lack of a more psychological approach that helps to explain the perceptual and 
interpretive processes that occur when people evaluate places and estimate risks, 
since most of the scholars in the field come from Sociology and Criminology. As with 
other conceptual formulations, the explicative power of the perspectives 
investigating the fear-risk paradox is still limited since the little available empirical 
evidence is rather weak and inconsistent.
Other authors also pointed out the need to investigate the relationship between risk 
and fear from a multidisciplinary point of view, seeking to develop a more precise 
conceptual and methodological framework, that incorporate different views of the 
topic, such as the ones from psychology and sociology (Jackson, 2006a, 2006b, 
2008).
As a final conclusion of the progress made within the fear-risk paradox field, we can 
consider Chadee’s et al (2007) findings and remarks regarding these issues. They 
argue that despite some scholars have devoted much effort in understanding and 
explaining the fear-risk paradox, they have not been as productive as expected.
They conducted a meta-analysis of several studies within a 32-year range in 
publication, all attempting to link fear and subjective risk, and found that risk is often 
confounded with safety and fear; others, Chadee and colleagues conclude, 
conceptualise risk as a component of fear, and others considered them as different 
dimensions but measured in a very similar way. They also found that:
“the comparison is hardly fair, as the operationalised definitions o f risk and 
fear are almost idiosyncratic, there is an enormous range of sample sizes, an 
assortment of sample selection mechanisms, a variety of respondent interview 
methods, a 32-year range in publication, an extensive geographic range of 
research location, a variety o f sample entry eligibility criteria, a series of 
differing correlation techniques, and questioning on a broad range of offences”
(p.143).
67
Marcela Acuna Rivera CHAPTER THREE. RISK PERCEPTION AND SAFETY
To conclude it can be argued that Chadee’s et al analysis supports the argument 
that more efforts seeking to develop a more precise conceptual and methodological 
framework are needed. As an attempt to contribute to this line of research, this 
thesis introduces a psychological framework that has proved useful in the 
understanding of environmental and health risks. From this point of view, the risk 
perception approach has developed a more coherent and integrative explanation of 
the psychological dimension of risk.
3.3 The risk perception approach
Risk Perception Approach (or research) is often used as the label for studies 
investigating people’s evaluation of, and behaviour towards environmental and 
technological hazards (Pidgeon & Beattie, 1997; Slovic, 1987), which not only 
involves psychologists but researchers from other fields of research. Two major 
schools of thought investigating risk perception from the social sciences has been 
identified (Pidgeon, 1998):
a) The psychological approach, which according to Pidgeon and Beattie (1997: 289) 
has as main concerns:
• The way in which hazards are perceived in terms of cognitive processes that 
may explain how they are interpreted and mentally represented;
• The ways in which certain hazards come to be perceived as risky, 
emphasising the qualitative dimensions of hazards which influence people’s 
perceptions; and,
• The factors that influence the perceived acceptability of certain risks 
amongst experts and the public.
Work from this approach includes the study of heuristics and biases in risk 
perception (Finucane, Alhakami, Slovic & Johnson, 2000a; Fischhoff, 2000; 
Tversky & Kahneman, 1982; Slovic, Finucane, Peters & McGregor, 2004); the 
psychometric paradigm (Fischhoff, Slovic, Lichtenstein & Combs, 1978; Slovic, 
1987, 1992, 2002); the acceptability of the risk (Fischhoff, 1994; Fischhoff,
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Lichtenstein, Slovic, Derby & Keeny, .1981); and the study of mental models of 
risk (Bostrom, Fischoff & Morgan, 1992; Jungerman, Schutz & Thurin, 1988).
Interestingly, despite the emotional dimension is recognised as an important 
determinant of risk perception, most of the research in the field primarily refers to 
underlying cognitive processes, without considering the interaction that the latter 
have with emotional reactions to risk. Few recent exceptions have been made 
such as the inclusion of the affect heuristic in determining judgements and 
perceptions of risk (Finucane et al, 2000a; Slovic, 2000; Slovic et al, 2004).
b) The socio-cultural approach, which emphasises the influence that social, cultural 
and institutional processes have in perceptions of risk. According to researchers 
from this area, hazards are interpreted in relation to the group to which a person 
belongs to and the context where the hazard occurs. Work from this approach 
includes the cultural theory of risk (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982), the social 
amplification of risk (Kasperson et al, 1988), and social trust (Slovic, 1993). This 
approach represents the more recent tradition of risk perception research, and its 
contribution is rather incipient.
Because the focus of this thesis is psychological, following sections will discuss the 
contributions from psychology that are relevant to the present thesis. The meaning 
of risk is first presented followed by conceptual developments regarding the 
psychological dimension of risk perception.
3.3.1 The meaning of risk
Risk research has been under debate since the late 1960’s and has centred in the 
development of conceptual and methodological tools for risk assessment and risk 
management (Renn, 1998). It has been recognised that Chauncey Starr’s work on 
“social benefit versus technological risk” in 1969 was highly influential in the 
development of the field as he presented a more scientific and systematic research 
to estimate risks and their management (Cutter, 1993; Renn, 1998; Schutz & 
Wiedeman, 2000; Sjoberg, 2000).
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Coming from engineering, Starr questioned the economic view of risk cost-benefit 
analysis and posed the question ‘how safe is safe enough?’ He argued that public’s 
risk acceptance was not only related to technical estimates (as experts thought) but 
to a rather subjective dimension which he called “voluntariness of exposure” to the 
risk source, its benefits and the number of people affected by the risk. People tend 
to accept more voluntary than involuntary risks, even when both risks offer the same 
level of benefit.
For Starr, society, through trials and errors, has achieved an ‘optimum’ balance 
between the risks and benefits associated with specific events or activities, and past 
or current risk-benefit data are useful to reveal acceptable levels of risk and benefit. 
He called this ‘the revealed preference approach’.
In response to Starr’s work, and motivated by the idea that lay people seemed 
irrational in their judgements of risks -a t least from experts viewpoint-, Fischhoff, 
Slovic, Lichtenstein, Read and Combs (1978) introduced a new conceptual and 
methodological approach to explain risk perception, the psychometric paradigm. Its 
name is derived from the methodology employed to investigate expressed 
preferences -instead of Starr’s revealed preferences- regarding the risk imposed by 
specific hazards (Pidgeon, Hood, Jones, Turner & Gibson, 1992). Since then, 
several approaches to explore not only the psychological dimensions of risk but the 
social and threat characteristics relevant to understand the meaning of risk and risk 
perception, have emerged.
There is no unique definition for the term risk and discrepancies in the way how it is 
defined and evaluated are evident. As Slovic (1999) notes “Risk is a subtle concept 
with many different meanings” (p. 286). This is due in part to the fact that several 
theoretical and methodological perspectives from a wide range of areas such as 
Geography, Engineering, Economics, Anthropology, Sociology and Psychology, 
have contributed to the field (Fischhoff, Watson & Hope, 1984; Hampel, 2006; 
Rohrmann, 1998; Taylor-Gooby & Zinn, 2006).
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For instance, scientists5 seem to concur that the probability of occurrence and the 
adverse consequences of hazards can be objectively quantified by risk assessment 
(MacGill & Siu, 2004; Pidgeon & Beattie, 1997; Slovic, 1998). However, much social 
science analysis disagrees with such presumption arguing that risk is rather a 
subjective construction (Slovic, 2000, 1998, 1992; Slovic & Weber, 2002).
It seems then that the ‘riskiness’ of any hazard assessed “depends upon the 
definition used. [Thus] No definition is advanced as the correct one, because there 
is no one definition that is suitable for all problems” (Fischhoff, Watson & Hope, 
1984: 124). Notwithstanding this, there is the need for identifying the underlying 
components that characterise any risk definition independently of the approach. 
Table 3.2 shows different definitions from both the scientific and the social 
standpoints.
Generally speaking, the definitions presented in Table 3.2 have some elements in 
common: the distinction between reality and possibility of occurrence of an event or 
activity, a degree of uncertainty of unknown consequences and the desire to 
anticipate them, the possibility of adverse outcomes (loss or harm to human or 
ecosystems) that may affect human’s valued things or people.
All the elements above imply that humans will make value judgements and cause- 
effect relationships between the probable occurrence of an event and its impact, in 
order to anticipate-avoid-reduce-control adverse consequences through modification 
of the causes or mitigation of the consequences (Klinke & Renn, 2002; Renn, 1998).
In Spite of the economic approach has been questioned by social scientists 
(Fischhoff, Lichtenstein, Slovic, Derby & Keeny, 1981) because it measures ‘utilities’ 
in monetary units and because it privileges individual decision processes without 
considering its emotional and social components, its contribution lies in the fact that 
risk is based on individual cost-benefit analysis. The option chosen from different
5 It is worth noting that within the risk analysis literature the term scientist (scientific or technical 
analysis) is basically used to expert’s point of view and mainly from areas different from the social 
sciences such as epidemiology, geography, engineering, and probability. The term ‘social sciences’ is 
used to encompass areas from psychology, sociology and economics. Researchers in this field make 
such a difference in order to distinguish the contribution that social sciences have made in the study of 
risk perception.
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alternatives is deemed satisfactory to avoid or mitigate the perceived risk, and to 
fulfil a person’s goals and expectations.
Table 3.2 Different meanings of Risk
SCIENTIFIC DEFINITION SOCIAL SCIENCES DEFINITION
Risk is the expected utility losses resulting from 
an activity or event. The ultimate goal is to 
allocate resources so as to maximise their 
utility for society (Renn, 1998: 56).
Risk is the possible loss of something of 
value, and anticipated perhaps-cost or 
perhaps-loss of benefit (Blomkvist, 1987: 90).
Risk is the measure of the likelihood of 
occurrence of the hazard (Cutter, 1993: 2).
Risk is the full range of beliefs and feelings 
that people have about the nature of 
hazardous events, their qualitative 
characteristics and benefits, and most 
crucially their acceptability (Pidgeon & 
Beattie, 1997: 291).
Risk is a weighted combination of uncertainty 
and severity of loss (P x C) (Pidgeon & Beattie, 
1997: 291).
Risk refers to the possibility that human 
actions or events may lead to consequences 
that affect aspects that people value (Renn, 
1998: 51).
The chance of injury, damage or loss (Slovic, 
1998: 74)
Risk is a situation or event in which 
something of human value (including human 
themselves) has been put at stake and 
where the outcome is uncertain (Jaeger, 
Renn, Rosa & Webler, 2001:17).
Risk is the probability that damage will occur 
and the expectation of the magnitude of the 
damage (Hampel, 2006: 6).
Risk is the possibility that human actions or 
events lead to consequences that harm 
aspects of things that human beings value 
(Klinke & Renn, 2002: 1071).
Note: The definitions presented here not necessarily represents the thinking of the authors referred 
in brackets but the definitions they use when discussing the topic.
On the other hand, the psychological definition of risk provided by Pidgeon and 
Beattie (1997) not only refers to cognitive but emotional determinants of risk. This 
means that one evaluates hazards based upon current evidence, expected benefits, 
prior beliefs, emotions and experience (direct or indirect) either regarding the same 
or similar hazards and their consequences. Such analysis is significant to estimate 
risks and evaluate their acceptability.
Therefore, it can be argued that risks are not real phenomena but rather a social 
construction and a representation of reality that originates in the human mind (Renn, 
2005; Rohrmann, 1998). As Slovic (2000) asserts:
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“Risk does not exist ‘out there’ independent of our minds and cultures, waiting to be 
measured. Instead, human beings have invented the concept risk  to help to 
understand and cope with the dangers and uncertainties in life. Although these 
dangers are real, there is no such thing as ‘real risk’ or ‘objective risk’ (p.392)” .
Scientists seek to identify the source and components of risk in usually quantitative 
terms in order to assess its probability of occurrence and adverse consequences 
(injuries, fatalities and loses), and identify the most appropriate risk management 
strategy even before it occurs (MacGill & Siu, 2004; Pidgeon & Beattie, 1997). 
Information gathered by scientists enable them to warn the population about the 
possibility of facing a risk and how to avoid or reduce it. But, what do lay people 
think about such information? Scientific-technical analyses of risk have received 
much criticism from the social sciences because it neither takes into account public 
understandings and experience nor social and cultural impacts of risk.
Lay people seem to use intuitive strategies to understand and face risks. Research 
results have demonstrated that people perceive risks as a multidimensional 
phenomenon and incorporate their preferences, values and beliefs regarding the 
nature of the risk, the cause, the associated benefits, and the circumstances where 
the risk occurs (Renn, 1998; Slovic, 1998). Scientific information is one of several 
sources lay public take into account when evaluate risks since they also consider 
information from peer networks, prior knowledge and education, mass media, 
cultural values and dispositions (Ren & Rohrman, 2000; Slovic, 1987).
In social perspectives, risk is conceptualised as a subjective, intuitive and value 
laden construction that is based on social meanings and personal inferences of the 
hazard where costs and benefits are compared and integrated in the decision 
process in order to accept or reject risks (Slovic, 1992). That is, for a hazard to 
become a risk it has to be perceived and evaluated by people (including scientists). 
Personal beliefs, knowledge, experience, values and preferences also influence 
people’s perceptions and reactions to present and future risks.
In order to solve the differences between technical analysis and social sciences, 
Slovic (1998) suggests to combine both perspectives into a contextualist conception 
of risk where both perspectives should be taken into account and where despite 
there is a wide list of risk attributes none of them is essential. It is their combination
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and the context where the event occurs as well as the actors involved (scientists 
and lay people) that matter the most. Risk, Slovic argues, “is conceptualised as a 
game whose rules must be socially negotiated within the context of specific decision 
problems (p.76)”. Renn (1998) concurs with Slovic’s idea and points out that risk 
may mean different things depending on the context which the term is used.
In addition to psychosocial and contextual factors, risk assessment and risk 
perception are also influenced by factors attributable to the risk itself. Research has 
demonstrated that there are a number of qualitative characteristics of the risk that 
can facilitate or inhibit risk assessment or perception such as familiarity, immediacy, 
voluntariness, probability and frequency of occurrence, duration, severity of the 
consequence, recurrence, controllability, population at risk, time between exposure 
to risk and consequences, origin (man made vs nature), level of complexity (e.g. 
driving vs climate change), and location (local -  global) (Cutter, 1993; Hohenemser, 
Kates & Slovic, 1983; Pidgeon & Beattie, 1997; Slovic, 1987). .
Many of these qualitative characteristics are correlated with each other and 
influence the relation between perceived risk, perceived benefit, and risk acceptance 
(Schutz & Wiedemann, 2000; Slovic, 1987, 1992). For instance, research results 
have shown that people may accept risks and the possibility of being harmed if it 
serves other goals, but will reject even the slight chance of harm if they think the risk 
has been imposed on them or is contradictory to their beliefs and values (Fischhoff, 
1985).
It can be concluded that risk is a multidimensional concept that reflects subjective 
evaluations of hazards that may impose threats to people and the things they value. 
Psychological, socio-cultural, contextual and temporal factors influence people’s 
conceptions of hazards and their associated risks. Even though such a definition 
may seem vague it reflects the conceptual and methodological complexity of 
assessing risks, and any researcher should bear this in mind when investigating 
risks.
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3.3.2 The psychology of risk perception
Psychology has developed different theoretical approaches that have contributed to 
the understanding of risk perception, from which the most relevant are:
1) The discovery of mental strategies or heuristics that help people to make simpler 
complex information and difficult tasks (Slovic, 1987; Slovic, Fischhoff, & 
Lichtenstein, 1980; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974; 1982; Weyman & Kelly, 1999);
2) The ‘psychometric paradigm’ which in its origins sought to investigate ‘expressed 
preferences’ through the use of questionnaires to measure public’s attitudes 
toward different hazards and their associated risks and benefits (Fischhoff, 
Slovic, Lichtenstein, Read and Combs, 1978; Slovic, etal 1980); and,
3) The acceptability of risks which involves choosing the most acceptable option 
amongst several from which at least one of them includes a threat to people or 
the things they value.
Much of current research in the field of risk perception is underpinned in these 
approaches, and important findings have been achieved. However, only concepts 
relevant to the aims of this thesis are explained below.
A major contribution from cognitive psychology was the discovery of mental 
strategies people use to make sense out of an uncertain world, and to make simpler 
difficult mental tasks (Slovic et al, 1980; Weyman & Kelly, 1999). When public are 
asked to evaluate risks, they made inferential judgements underpinned on what they 
remember hearing or observing about the risk in question, or if unknown they will 
look for similarities with other types of risks they can remember (Slovic et al, 1980).
But how do they get to final conclusions about risks? Psychological research has 
identified a number of inferential strategies or cognitive rules that people use in the 
decision-making process and that are helpful to understand the biases in their 
judgements. These are named heuristics.
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The most influential contribution to the investigation of heuristics and biases has 
been the work of Tversky and Kahneman since the early 70’s (Tversky & 
Kahneman, 1974, 1982). They argued that human’s decision-making relies upon a 
number of intuitive mental strategies -o r heuristics- that are useful in reducing task 
complexity into simpler tasks when assessing probabilities and predicting values; 
when misapplied, these may lead to judgmental biases and errors.
Heuristics influence people's judgements when there is uncertainty or insufficient 
important information maybe because factual data were not accessible and thus 
could not be retrieved, or perhaps because it was too voluminous to be adequately 
organised (Taylor, 1982). Hence people use ‘shortcuts’ or intuitive rules6 -heuristics- 
that help them to deal with uncertainty in order to make more accurate decisions.
According to Tversky and Kahneman, there are three heuristics that are employed 
when assessing probabilities and predicting values: Availability, representativeness, 
and anchoring-adjustment (Table 3.3). More recently a fourth heuristic has been 
developed, the affect heuristic, to highlight the influence that feelings have in the 
decision-making process but more specifically in the perception of risk (Finucane, 
Alhakami, Slovic & Johnson, 2000a; Fischhoff, 2000; Slovic, Finucane, Peters & 
MacGregor, 2004; Slovic, Fischhoff & Lichtenstein, 1980).
Of particular interest are those factors said to influence the availability (Table 3.4) 
which may elicit biases in judgements, such as familiarity, salience, imaginability, 
the strength of the association between two events (Tversky & Kahneman, 1982), 
experience, perceived invulnerability, and overconfidence (Slovic et al, 1980). Such 
factors influence people’s perceptions of hazards and their consequences, and may 
elicit judgemental errors and unwarranted confidence.
6 The term intuitive or intuition represents an informal and unstructured reasoning -without the use of 
analytic calculations- which reflects people’s lay views. Notwithstanding this, such an intuitive 
reasoning implies the use of rules or procedures that are part of our repertoire of intuitions (Kahneman
& Tversky, 1982).
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Table 3.3 Heuristics and biases proposed by Tversky and 
Kahneman (1974,1982).
HEURISTIC
AVAILABILITY People judge events as likely or frequent 
because they are easy to imagine or 
recall; that Is, they are available In 
people’s mind.
REPRESENTATIVENESS
The probability of an unknown or less 
familiar hazard will be assessed upon the 
similarity or representativeness to a well 
known and stereotyped hazard. People 
using this heuristic will judge the more 
representative hazard to be the more 
likely, whether it is or not.
ADJUSTMENT 
AND ANCHORING
Judgements are anchored first and then 
adjusted according to present 
circumstances. This heuristic could lead 
to underestimation of the event.
For instance, it seems that direct experience and familiarity as a cognitive bias 
influence a person’s perceived frequency and probability of occurrence of certain 
hazards, especially when they are available in memory. In some cases it may 
produce a feeling of confidence regarding the outcomes (even when they should not 
be); in others, experience may increase the perceived risk of future similar events, 
mainly because of the negative outcomes experienced (Weyman & Kelly, 1999). As 
Kasperson et al (1988) pointed out, depending on the consequences and the 
perceived level of control, direct experience can be either reassuring or anxiety 
inducing.
In summary, the availability heuristic, or the ease to which events may be recalled or 
imagined, seem not only influenced by perceived probability and frequency of 
occurrence, but by other interdependent factors such as familiarity, imaginability, 
salience of the hazard and experience with the hazard. All these factors influence 
perceived control and perceived vulnerability when estimating risks, and despite this 
heuristic may be useful under specific circumstances, it may also lead to biases and 
errors that may elicit unwarranted confidence and a reduction in self-protective 
behaviours (Weyman & Kelly, 1999).
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Table 3.4 Factors that affect the availability heuristic
(Slovic et al, 1982; Tversky and Kahneman, 1974,1982).
FACTORS DESCRIPTION
FAMILIARITY Familiar events are more retrievable than less familiar 
events.
PROBABILITY Likely events are easier to imagine than unlikely 
ones.
SALIENCE7 Recent events are likely to be relatively more 
available than earlier events.
IMAGINABILITY The risk associated with an activity or event may be 
under-estimated if some dangers are difficult to 
imagine or do not come to mind.
ILLUSORY CORRELATION The judgement of how two events co-occur depends 
on the strength of the associative bond between 
them.
EXPERIENCE If one’s experiences (direct or indirect) are 
biased then one’s perceptions are likely to be 
inaccurate.
It seems to be that the more confident people may feel, the less vulnerable they 
think they are, and the more control over the hazard and the outcomes they think 
they have. Weinsten (1989) pointed out that investigating the causes of the 
optimistic bias and overconfidence is important if behaviour wants to be changed, 
since it is more difficult to convince overconfident people whom think they are less 
or not vulnerable at all.
The anchoring and adjustment heuristic suggests that people make estimates by 
considering a natural starting point or anchor which is used as a first approximation 
to the judgement, then this anchor is adjusted in the light of additional information 
and present circumstances (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).
In sum, it seems that people look for an anchor especially when evaluating 
uncertain events or when they feel overwhelmed by the amount of information they 
have to deal with; such anchor is a suggestion of the likely value of the event in 
question, which may be either over or underestimated. First, people establish the
7 Salience maybe affected by different characteristics of the event or activity such as temporality (time­
frame where it occurs), novelty, impact, distinctiveness, amongst other, which engages the attention of 
the perceiver and may affect their judgements about it.
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anchor and then adjust it until they get a satisfactory estimate; however, because 
these adjustments are insufficient, the final estimate is biased towards the initial 
anchor value. If necessary, they compare other events underpinned on this anchor.
Finally, the representativeness heuristic has been less investigated within the risk 
analysis framework. It has been criticised for being too vague and lacking a general 
operational definition (Bar-Hillel, 1982).
One major critique of the research on heuristics and biases is that it questions 
human’s ability to do effective judgements as if people have not sufficiently 
demonstrated that they are able to manage their own lives and even make 
significant discoveries (Gigerenzer, 1991). Gilovich and Griffin (2002) respond to 
this critique by saying that the ‘heuristics and biases’ approach has not only pointed 
out the negative side of their use (which has been widespread) but also the positive 
aspects of the heuristics especially when dealing with unknown or huge volumes of 
information. “People make a great many judgements with surprising skill and 
accuracy, but evidence of dubious belief, questionable judgement, and faulty 
reasoning is not hard to find” (p. 9), especially when judging risks.
Interestingly, research in this field also demonstrated that the use of heuristics and 
their consequent biases are not exclusive of laypeople, expert judgement are also 
prone to same biases, especially when they are asked to rely on intuitive 
judgements (Slovic, 1987; Tversky & Kahneman, 1982; Weyman and Kelly, 1999).
Most research investigating risk perception focuses in cognitive factors, and tends to 
ignore the influence of emotional factors in the perception of risk even when it has 
been recognised that affective responses are often the very first and most common 
automatic and immediate reactions to hazards (Slovic, 2002; Zajonc, 1980).
Slovic, Finucane, Peters, and MacGregor (2004) support the influence of the affect 
heuristic in decision making by arguing that retrieving affective impressions stored in 
the experiential system can be easier and faster than retrieving relevant examples 
from memory and weighing costs and benefits, especially when dealing with 
complex information or mental resources are limited.
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They assert that the experiential system, as opposed to the rational system8, serves 
as an early warning system that involves intuitive, fast, and mostly automatic 
reactions to danger. It does not require conscious control and awareness of rules of 
judgement as it rather “ ...relies on images and associations linked by experience to 
emotion and affect9 (a feeling that something is good or bad)” (Slovic, 2002: 15), 
and transforms uncertain and threatening characteristics of events or activities into 
affective responses.
In earliest studies of risk perception, it was found that risk and benefit seem to be 
positively correlated in the world, whereas they are negatively correlated in people’s 
mind (Slovic et al, 2004: 315). Research results have found that the inverse 
relationship observed between risk and benefit is linked to the strength of positive or 
negative affect associated (good-bad, nice-awful, and so on) with that event or 
activity (Alkahami & Slovic, 1994). This means that what people think and feel about 
an event or activity matter to understand risks. Alkahami and Slovic suggest that if 
one’s feelings towards an event are favourable then the risks will be judged as low 
and the benefits as high.
Generally speaking, it can be said that affect is a crucial component of risk 
judgments and decision making. This line of research suggests that all images 
associated with a specific event are marked by positive and negative affect feelings 
that are essential for decision making and rational action. Nonetheless, it is 
recognised that the rational system requires more effort and time, whereas the 
experiential system is automatic and affective dependant, though they rely on each 
for a more effective response (Slovic et al, 2004). Research findings suggest that 
when learning is only based on the experiential system, people tend to underweight 
rare events (Slovic, 2002).
8 The rational or analytical system helps people to comprehend risk by mean of rules, formal logic and 
risk assessment, and requires awareness and conscious control. As a consequence it requires more 
effort and time.
9 From this perspective the term 'affect' is considered as a feeling state such as happiness or sadness, 
or as positive or negative quality (good or bad) associated with an event or activity (Finucane, 
Alhakami, Slovic & Jonhson, 2000a; Slovic etal, 2004).
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From this thesis point of view, it is believed that indeed affect and cognitive 
processes together influence the way we evaluate events or activities, and that 
under time pressure or sudden events, affective responses may be triggered 
automatically in order to provide an easier and faster response. However, it well 
may be that such affective responses are supported by or associated with prior 
beliefs, values and experience.
Another option could be that both systems run in parallel (Slovic et al, 2004) and 
interact with each other at some point in the process, in order to elicit a more 
adequate response (at least to the person involved); or perhaps decisions and 
behaviour are the expression of the permanent interaction between affects and 
cognition. Undoubtedly, there are questions that remain unanswered.
In spite of the increasing interest amongst researchers in the field, little progress has 
been made regarding the role of the affect heuristic in decision making and 
perceptions of risk. Moreover, the impact on and the influence of social judgements, 
as some researchers argue, may well yield different conclusions (Taylor, 1982).
Another important psychological approach to the investigation of risk perception is 
the so called psychometric paradigm. Its name is derived from the methodology 
employed to investigate expressed preferences regarding the risk imposed by 
specific hazards (Pidgeon, Hood, Jones, Turner & Gibson, 1992). Within this 
tradition, people make quantitative evaluations about the current and desired 
riskiness of different hazards; then such evaluations are related to other properties 
that have been found to account for risk perception such as voluntariness, dread, 
knowledge, controllability, benefits to society, and number of deaths in an average 
year and in a disastrous year (Slovic, 1987).
Perhaps the most influential work within the psychometric tradition has been the 
work of Fischhoff, Slovic, Lichtenstein, Read & Combs (1978). The initial idea of this 
research was to identify qualitative attributes that characterised specific hazards, 
and then identify their relationship with perception of risk (Slovic, 1993).
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In their original study, Fischhoff and his colleagues asked participants to rate 30 
activities and technologies with regards to its perceived benefit, perceived risk, and 
acceptability levels of risk, as well as other potential characteristics that may 
influence risk perception and acceptability, such as familiarity with the risk, its 
perceived controllability, its potential for catastrophic consequences, the immediacy 
of their consequences, knowledge and voluntariness. Their results showed that 
there was a consistent relationship between perceived benefit and acceptable level 
of risk, where the more perceived benefit the more acceptable a risk is, especially if 
it is voluntarily undertaken.
Later, Slovic, Fischhoff, and Lichtenstein (1980) conducted an extended version of 
early studies where participants were asked to rate 90 hazards (instead of 30) and 
18 risk characteristics (instead of 9). Results from a principal components factor 
analysis showed that the ratings of the characteristics were grouped into three main 
factors: dread, knowledge, and number of people affected by the risk. .
Slovic and his colleagues concluded that the ‘dread factor’ is the most important as 
“the higher a hazard’s score on this factor... the higher its perceived risk, the more 
people want to see its current risks reduced, and the more they want to see strict 
regulation employed to achieve the desire reduction in risk” (Slovic, 1987: 283).
Numerous studies replicating Slovic’s and colleagues studies have emerged since 
then; some confirm Slovic’s results (Englande, Farago, Slovic & Fischhoff, 1986; 
Jianjuang, 1994; Teigen, Brun & Slovic, 1988) but others obtained different or 
additional dimensions (Johnson & Tversky, 1984; Puy & Aragones, 1997; Vlek & 
Stallen, 1980). Overall, research carried out within the psychometric paradigm has 
shown that (Slovic, 1987; Slovic & Weber, 2002):
• The concept of risk means different things to different people, especially 
when experts and laypeople are compared.
• The acceptable level of risk depends on voluntariness and perceived 
benefits. The more voluntary and beneficial the risk the more acceptable it 
is.
• People react more strongly to infrequent large losses of life than to 
frequent small losses.
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In spite of the great contribution that the psychometric paradigm has done to the 
field, it has been conceptually and methodologically criticised for not considering the 
cognitive, emotional and social determinants of risk, such as attitudes, intentions, 
beliefs, personal traits, affect, values, culture, and other societal issues. For 
instance, Weyman and Kelly (1999) point out that findings from the psychometric 
paradigm regarding group differences makes evident the need for investigating 
social and cultural dimensions of risk perception.
In summary, it should be recognised that the psychometric paradigm has empirically 
contributed to the classification of risk perception in terms of hazards and the way 
groups differ or concur in their perceptions about same risks. However, it has not yet 
yielded psychological and social theoretical progress in explaining risk perception 
(Pidgeon, Hood, Jones, Turner & Gibson, 1992).
One major and difficult question the risk analysis field has not been able to answer 
in full is, as Starr (1969) and other authors (Fischhoff, Lichtenstein, Slovic, Derby & 
Keeny, 1981) recognise, How safe is safe enough? The answer to this question 
depends on who responds it, “to whom might it be acceptable, when, and under 
what circumstances?” (Pidgeon etal, 1992: 92).
3.3.3 Acceptability of the risk
The term acceptable risk (or acceptable risk-problems) is a relative concept and 
refers “to the risk associated with the most acceptable option in a particular decision 
problem” (Fischhoff et al, 1981: 3). Acceptable-risk problems involve a choice 
amongst various alternatives from which at least one of them includes a threat to 
people or things they value. Fischhoff (1994) asserts that in everyday lives, people 
do not make decisions in isolation but rather they make choices amongst various 
options whose consequences may include risks (p.4). He argues that the same 
person may chose a riskier option if the benefit is high, or she/he may choose a less 
risky option if it involves less cost.
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According to Fischhoff and his colleagues (1981), analysis of the options in a 
decision problem implies the five steps included in Table 3.5 (p. 2). Choosing 
options, they argue, does not mean that people accept risks but options that have 
been weighted in terms of benefits and costs and that entail some level of risk 
amongst their consequences. The option chosen depends on the set of options, the 
consequences, and the values and facts analysed in the decision process, and it 
does not necessarily represents the one with less or no risk, but the one with more 
benefits.
Table 3.5. Interdependent steps involved in a decision problem.
1. Specifying the objectives by which to measure the desirability of consequences;
2. Defining the possible options, which may include ‘do nothing’;
3. Identifying the possible consequences of each option and their likelihood of occurrence 
should that option be adopted, including, but not restricted to, risky consequences;
4. Specifying the desirability of the various consequences;
5. Analysing the option and selecting the best one (the most acceptable one).
Reproduced from Fischhoff et al (1981:2).
The definition of acceptability of risks and the steps identified for making decisions 
can be applied to both scientific/governmental decision makers and to laypeople 
though they use different rules, beliefs and values to judge the acceptability of the 
risks. Similar to the notion of risk, the scientific or technological approach applies 
mathematical criteria and methods to make quantitative, probabilistic estimates of 
public risks, and basically to determine number of deaths, illness, or injuries (Otway 
& Winterfeldt, 1982).
The regulators, institutions or governmental approach, seek to determine 
surveillance standards, often underpinned on the scientific approach; and finally, 
laypeople seem more interested in how well their welfare is being protected 
(Fischhoff et al, 1981). Whatever the approach, the establishment of acceptable 
levels of risk necessarily must incorporate acceptable consequences for everyone 
affected by it.
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A problem that characterise current attempts to identify acceptable levels of risks, is 
that most of them only consider scientific and institutional standards, leaving aside 
public’s views and understandings (Otway & Winterfeldt, 1982). Research has 
demonstrated that experts are biased too and do not have a complete 
understanding of the problem in question. Certainly, considering laypeople’s 
perceptions will enrich expert’s decisions and, more importantly, will make solutions 
easier and more effective. Fischhoff (1994) assert that determining safety actions 
implies the definition of acceptable levels of risk, where individual citizens and 
groups should be consulted.
Based upon early work in the field, Otway and Winterfeldt found that risk acceptance 
is partly based upon qualitatively characteristics of hazards that are ’ valued 
negatively by individuals, and which have been found to influence risk perception 
(Table 3.6). They argue that “the stronger the belief that a [hazard] is characterised 
by these attributes, the less likely people will accept it” (p.252).
Otway and Winterfeldt also concluded that determining acceptable levels of risk is 
context dependent and that a numerical relationship cannot exist since it may not be 
sufficient to ensure individual and social acceptability, even when a specific hazard 
shows zero risk from a scientific standpoint.
To summarise, it can be said that the acceptability of the risk is conceived as a 
decision problem involving different alternatives from which at least one of them 
includes a threat to people or things they value. It is said that we select the most 
acceptable option for that situation, event or activity. Why people accept certain 
risks and not others, it is difficult to explain.
The acceptability of risks involves several factors related to the individual, the 
hazard, the consequences, and the context. It depends on a person’s experience, 
knowledge, beliefs, and values about the hazard, the type of hazard (including type 
of hazard, impact in time, people affected), the feelings and motives she/he has to 
be exposed to the hazard, the options available, the predicted consequences and 
benefits, its voluntariness, the salience of the situation, and the context where the 
hazard occurs. Certainly, more research involving these and other socio­
demographic and cultural factors is yet needed.
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Table 3.6. Negative attributes of hazards that influence risk perception and its 
____________ acceptability.___________________________________________________
• Involuntary exposure to a risk.
• Lack of personal control over the outcomes of the risk exposure.
• Uncertainty about probabilities or consequences of exposure.
• Lack of personal experience with the risk.
• Difficulty of imagining risk exposure.
• Delayed effects (in time) of present risk exposure.
•  Genetic effects of exposure (threat to future generations).
• Infrequent but catastrophic accidents.
• Benefits not highly visible.
• Benefits go to others.
• Accidents caused by human failure rather than natural causes.
For example, group differences research has demonstrated that gender, age, 
ethnicity, education, and socioeconomic status are factors that influence risk 
perception (Finucane, Slovic, Mertz, Flynn & Satterfield, 2000b; Puy & Aragones, 
1997; Satterfield, Mertz & Slovic, 2004). However, some scholars argue that there 
are other factors that better explain risk perception such as experience of risk and 
voluntariness (Barnett & Breakwell, 2001).
In spite of the progress achieved in the study of risk perception, some conceptual 
and methodological pitfalls have been identified. For instance, Rohrmann (1999) 
made an extensive analysis of empirical studies on the perception of risks and found 
out that research results strongly depend on the types of risk under study, the risk 
criteria, the participants’ characteristics and the methods used (including the 
statistics performed). Therefore, improving and standardising to a certain extent, the 
concepts, methodology and criteria used are needed, if more conclusive findings are 
to be achieved.
On the other hand, widening the scope of risks and variables under investigation 
should also be a priority for future research, as social risks such as victimisation and 
crime have not been taken into account within the risk perception tradition. More 
importantly, despite the conceptual discourse recognise their role, variables such as 
attitudes, beliefs and values need to be explicitly investigated in order to determine 
their influence in risk perception.
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Rorhmann (1999) points out that several substantive research questions should be 
addressed such as the influence of risk attitudes on risk perception processes, how 
cognitions and emotions regarding risks are related to actual behaviour, the 
cognitive representation of hazards, and further clarification of the influence of 
demographic and cultural variables. Lastly, bridging research from the different 
approaches discussed in this chapter would be very valuable to the field.
Finally, a shift in the research focus is necessary, turning from a structural to a 
process orientation. That is, investigating the various stages a person undertakes 
when evaluating risks is important, as current research investigates the structural 
relationships between risk perception and its determinants (Schutz & Wiedeman,
2000).
3.4 Summary
This chapter developed and critically analysed two theoretical frameworks that while 
recognising the deterministic and narrow view that the more environmentalist 
perspectives hold regarding the perceptions of safety about victimisation, they 
present a more psychological and contextualist standpoint that highlights the role 
that risk perception has in explaining safety.
The fear-risk paradox attempts to explain the relationship between physical and 
psychosocial factors that affect perceived safety in residential areas. It seems that 
awareness of crime, perceived likelihood of occurrence, seriousness and 
anticipations of the consequences, perceived personal control, as well as a person’s 
physical vulnerability (determined by her/his demographic characteristics), influence 
the way people perceive threats and their level of safety.
It is also suggested that a person’s interaction with others and the physical 
environment affect her/his personal meanings associated with each type of offence. 
Despite this being an interesting sociological development in the field, scholars have 
failed to provide clear conceptual definitions and its progress has not been as 
expected. Thus, a more psychological formulation involving not only personal but
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also social and environmental factors to explain the relationship between place and 
human response in a less deterministic standpoint, is needed.
The risk perception approach was introduced here as a theoretical psychological 
framework which suggests that the perceptual evaluative process of risk is a 
subjective, intuitive, value laden construction that includes social meanings and 
personal inferences of hazards and their consequences, where costs and benefits 
are weighted, compared and integrated in the risk decision process. Thus, risk was 
defined as a multidimensional concept that reflects subjective evaluations of 
hazards that may impose threats to people and the things they value. Psychological, 
socio-cultural, contextual and temporal factors influence people’s conceptions of 
hazards and their associated risks.
Risk perception is also a multidimensional and context dependant process that 
implies more than quantifying the risk in terms of its size or probability of damage. It 
is rather a subjective cognitive construction to understand, accept, and face dangers 
and uncertainties in life. Because risk perception is an interpretation of the world 
(Renn, 1998; Rorhman, 1999) it varies amongst individuals and groups. Socio­
demographic characteristics such as age, gender, ethnicity, education and 
socioeconomic status, have proved influential in the perception of risk, although 
research results on this regard are yet inconsistent.
As it was stated before the lack of a precise conceptual and empirical development 
constituted a major problem of the fear-risk paradox. From this thesis point of view, 
it is believed that the risk perception approach not only encompasses concerns 
arouse within the fear-risk paradox but also presents a more comprehensive 
psychological framework to understand risks and their acceptability.
Nevertheless, it should be recognised that understanding people’s perception of 
risks is only part of the problem to be solved, since some authors such as Garofalo 
(1981) and Ferraro (1995) argue, to a certain extent, that perceptions of safety and 
fear is explained by personal characteristics, neighbourhood incivilities and risk 
perception.
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The next chapter will discuss how the conceptual developments presented in 
Chapters Two and Three can be integrated into a different and novel proposal to 
better account for the relationship between perceived , disorder and safety. A new 
integrative conceptual model describing relationships between personal and 
environmental factors is presented.
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C h a p t e r  Fo u r
A NEW CONCEPTUAL MODEL TO PERCEPTIONS OF SAFETY 
ABOUT VICTIMISATION
4.1 Introduction
Chapters Two and Three reviewed and critically analysed the literature regarding 
fear of crime and risk perception. Two main trends were discussed. The first trend, 
represented by environmental perspectives, emphasised the role that specific 
incivilities and disorders have in eliciting fear and unsafe feelings. While recognising 
the physical determinism of the above approaches and their conceptual and 
empirical weaknesses, the second trend, the psychosocial, states that risk 
perception is crucial to better explain fear and perceived safety.
Recognising that the above formulations have failed to define adequately a 
conceptual framework to explain the perceptual and interpretive processes that 
occur when people assess places and the possibility of being at risk, a third 
perspective, the risk perception approach, was introduced in Chapter Three. It 
presents a framework that considers psychosocial and environmental factors in 
order to explain risk perception and its impact on perceived safety. In doing so, this 
thesis contributes to the understanding of perceptual and interpretive processes that 
occur when people assess places.
From this thesis point of view, it is believed that a more powerful explanatory 
theoretical framework should include personal, socio-cultural, environmental, and 
situational factors that interact with each other so influencing an individual’s level of 
perceived safety. In doing so, a complex and dynamic inferential process involving 
not only current but past experiences, beliefs, affects, values and knowledge, 
occurs.
Based upon conceptual premises and empirical contributions from the perspectives 
previously discussed, this chapter presents an innovative conceptual model aimed 
to account for the relationship between perceived disorder, perceived risk, and 
perceived safety in residential neighbourhoods (Figure 4.1). The following sections
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will explain the model as a whole and then each component is described in terms of 
how it is defined and the hypothesised relationship it holds with the other 
components of the model. A brief summary of. the aims and research questions of 
the present investigation is included. Finally, a concluding summary of the chapter is 
also presented.
4.2 A new conceptual model to perceptions of safety about victimisation
The conceptual model depicted in Figure 1 integrates socio-demographic 
characteristics, environmental cues, and psychological factors that are said to shape 
perceptions of safety in residential areas. Contrary to what it is believed by scholars 
in the fear of crime field, this thesis argues that disorder is a rather wider dimension 
that not only includes incivilities but other broader physical and psycho-social 
attributes of places such as visibility, deprivation, greenery, sense of community, 
perceived similarity and likeability.
This model suggests that evaluating the level of safety of any residential 
neighbourhood implies two types of assessment, one to determine how disordered a 
place is, and a second one to estimate risks and their consequences. It is suggested 
that risk perception partially mediates the relationship between perceived disorder 
and perceived safety.
This model recognises however that there are other psychosocial and contextual 
factors that influence the way we perceive places such as socio-demographic 
characteristics of the perceiver, affects and experience with similar places, motives, 
the situation itself, and a person’s socio-cultural background. Therefore, personal 
factors such as age, gender, victimisation experience (direct or indirect), perceived 
similarity and likeability of the place, are also investigated. Even though these 
elements have been included as the first component, it is acknowledged that such 
elements are actively and constantly interacting with the other components of the 
model though this is not depicted in Figure 4.1.
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CONTEXT
Order
PERSON demographicSimilarity
1--------
PLACE ASSESSMENT
Feel safe
Physical attributes
t
Social attributes
NO RISK
Acceptable risk ►
Disorder RISK PERCEPTION
Feel
Reassured
Frequency 
Vulnerability 
Control '
Unacceptable risk
I
RISK
Feel Unsafe
Figure 4.1. Model proposed to account for the relationship between perceived disorder, risk 
perception and perceived safety.
In order to elucidate which physical and social attributes of places are significant to 
include as part of the model, Studies One and Two are designed to identify, on the 
one hand, the place characteristics people look at when evaluating different 
residential areas and, on the other, the extent such attributes influence perceptions 
of risk and safety. As previously discussed, results from both studies are important 
to clarify the meaning of disorder and its associated attributes.
Generally speaking, this model suggests that people scan the environment looking 
for signs of order-disorder. Such signs involve actual and inferred physical and 
social attributes of places such as maintenance, incivilities, dilapidation, wealth, 
sense of community, and friendliness, to name a few. In addition, the present 
investigation hypothesises that physical characteristics of places provide cues that 
help people to infer significant social attributes of others in those places. That is why 
an arrow indicating an interaction between physical and social attributes has been 
drawn.
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The model shows that when a person perceives a place as ordered she or he feels 
safe. On the contrary, if the place is perceived as disordered then a second 
verification to estimate risk and its consequences needs to be done in order to 
determine how safe one might be. This thesis asserts that perceiving disorder is not 
a sufficient condition to feel unsafe; rather, it is the perception of risk which 
influences perceptions of safety.
The second assessment of the model has been called risk perception. In line with 
the literature discussed in Chapter Three, the perception of risk is a subjective and 
value laden construction which involves cognitive, affective, and behavioural 
elements. It is believed that the perception of risks informs people about the 
possibility of encountering something or somebody that may harm them or the 
things they value. If a person thinks that there is no risk, then she or he will feel safe; 
on the contrary, if any risk has been perceived then the individual will feel unsafe.
In order to test for the relationships between perceived disorder and perceived 
safety, and the potential mediating role of risk perception, Study Three was 
designed to investigate how such relationships occur in three residential areas with 
different levels of disorder, risk, and safety. In addition, the mediating role of risk 
perception is tested.
The model depicted in Figure 4.1 also suggests the influence of a fourth factor, the 
acceptability of the risk. This thesis argues that once a certain level of risk has been 
perceived the next step is to determine how acceptable the risk might be, if 
acceptable then people feel reassured1, if not they will feel unsafe and will engage in 
a flight or fight response. .
As was discussed in Chapter Three, the acceptability of the risk is based upon 
several features of the person, the hazard, the situation, the expected 
consequences, and the options available. How voluntary and controllable the risk is, 
the salience of the situation, one’s personal experience, the perceived costs-benefits
1 Because of the scope of the present research, the extent a person may feel reassured as a result of 
evaluating the acceptability of the risk is not explicitly investigated here; it is rather a conceptual 
suggestion that needs to be tested. Results from this investigation may provide an insight on the issue.
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of each option and the risk it self, are amongst the most important factors that affect 
decisions of accepting risks.
Study Three also investigates how the acceptability of risks influences people’s 
decision making and yet the intentions of carrying out specific activities regarding a 
significant event that may pose some levels of risk. However, it was decided not to 
include this when testing the mediating role of risk perception as this would have 
introduced factors and relationships that go beyond the scope of this thesis.
Summarising, the model presented in this thesis proposes that people scan the 
environment looking for signs of order and if found, they feel safe. On the contrary, if 
people perceive disorder a second assessment, the perception of risks, is 
undertaken to assess the possibility of encountering any event or people that may 
cause any harm, as well as to identify how vulnerable they might be and how 
controllable the risk is.
Such assessment involves the interaction between actual and inferred attributes 
about the place itself, other people, and the situation where the event occurs. How 
safe or unsafe one might feel depends on this second assessment and a person’s 
own socio-demographic, psychological (motives, affects, experience), and socio­
cultural characteristics (values, culture, social meanings). Therefore, this thesis 
hypothesises that risk perception partially mediates the relationship between 
perceived disorder and perceived safety.
For a more precise understanding of the model, following sections will describe each 
of its components and how they are conceptualised in this thesis.
4.2.1 The influence of personal characteristics, similarity, and likeability.
As it was discussed in Chapter Two, it has been recognised that there are socio­
demographic characteristics that can predict perceptions of safety and fear of crime 
such as gender, age, race, marital status, wealth, and victimisation experience 
(direct or indirect), since they are a source of physical, psychological or economical 
vulnerability. Research findings have demonstrated that women, the elderly, minority
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groups, and the poor are more fearful than men, young, native citizens, and 
wealthier groups (Box, Hale & Andrews, 1988; Ferraro, 1995; Franzini, O’Brien, 
Murray & O'Campo, 2008; Miceli, Roccato & Rosato, 2004; Nasar & Jones, 1997; 
Stamps, 2005; Taylor, 1996). Some authors also support the idea that people who 
have experienced any sort of victimisation are more fearful than those who have not 
(Brown & Perkins, 2001; Cates, Dian & Schnepf, 2003). Because of some 
inconsistency in research findings, it was decided to include gender, age, 
citizenship, and victimisation experience as part of the model, and test for their 
influence in perceptions of disorder, risk and safety.
Two more psychological variables are included in the model, likeability and 
similarity. Likeability is conceived here as an emotional reaction that reflects 
subjective assessments of places, and it is defined as the probability that a place will 
evoke people’s favourable or unfavourable evaluations (e.g. nice, good, awful) of the 
overall appearance of a place (Nassar, 1998). Nassar found that most liked places 
tended to have open views and vegetation, and that they were well maintained and 
ordered areas.
Slovic (2002) concurs with these ideas, and notes that affective responses 
associated with people and places are automatic and are important to judge events 
and understand risks. Alkahami and Slovic (1994) also assert that if one’s feelings 
towards an event are favourable then the risks will be judged as low and the benefits 
as high. Hence, the more liked a place is, the less disordered, risky, and unsafe it 
will be perceived.
Similarity, as defined in this thesis, is the extent people think that they share values 
with residents living in a specific place, which in turn is perceived as similar to the 
places they are used to. Actually, what this variable is measuring is a person’s 
experience and how identified with the place she or he feels. From this thesis point 
of view, the more similar a place is the less disordered, risky, and unsafe, it will be 
perceived.
Two types of appraisals are suggested in the model, one referred to physical and 
social attributes of places, and a second one regarding the probability of facing 
risks. Both appraisals are said to be influenced by personal characteristics such as
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the ones previously mentioned. Following sections will describe how these two 
appraisals are defined.
4.2.2 The first assessment: Perception of disorder.
Literature reviewed in Chapter Two showed that people evaluate places in terms of 
specific physical and social incivilities. It seems that dilapidated environments with 
signs of incivilities such as insufficient lighting, graffiti, litter, vandalism, and drunk 
people, for instance, have an effect in crime, fear and perceived safety (Cozens, 
Hillier & Prescott, 2001b; Doran & Lees, 2005; Farrall, Gray & Jackson, 2007; Hale, 
1996; Perkins & Taylor, 1996; Van Beek Gert, 2005). However, authors working 
from this line of research seem to over-estimate the impact that incivilities have in 
perceptions of safety.
From this thesis point of view it is believed that not only the presence of incivilities 
but other attributes should be included as part of the notion of disorder. Some 
authors have found that social trust and a strong sense of community elicit well 
being and safe feelings amongst residents and outsiders (Brunson, Kuo & Sullivan, 
2001; Garcia, Taylor & Brian, 2007; Markowitz, Bellair, Liska & Liu, 2001; Ross, 
Reynolds & Geis, 2000; Schwitzer, Kim & Mackin, 1999). Familiarity and anticipated 
social support also make people feel safer (Merry, 1981). The defensibility of a place 
and its prospect seem to affect perceptions of safety (Fisher & Nassar, 1992; 
Nassar, 1998; Newman, 1973, 1996).
As an attempt of broadening the concept of disorder the present investigation not 
only considers physical and social incivilities commonly investigated in the field such 
as overall maintenance2 (how clean, noisy, and run-down a place is), lighting (day 
light or at night), green foliage (presence and conditions of vegetation in the area), 
deprivation (or the level of perceived affluence and crowding conditions), and 
antisocial behaviour (alcohol and drug takers, harmful people, noisy neighbours), 
but also investigated two additional variables that have proved to be relevant to 
perceptions of disorder, risk, and safety:
2 Maintenance referred to specific and general conditions of places such as houses, windows, gardens, 
roads, streets, and cars. .
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a) Visibility or the extent a person can look ahead to anticipate possible 
encounters and other features of the neighbourhood. Fisher and Nassar 
(1992) argue that there are site characteristics that can aggravate or 
ameliorate problems associated with fear and victimisation3: Prospect (or 
visibility as it was called here), or the extent a person can look ahead to 
anticipate encounters and other features of the neighbourhood: and, 
escape, or the ease of exit from different points of the place. According to 
these authors people prefer places that provide good visibility as they offer 
an observation point to see, react, and defend from any hazard.
b) Sense of community, or residents’ social and affective involvement with their 
community. Research findings suggest that disorder and insecurity are 
stronger if sense of community is weak (Skogan, 1990). Fisher and 
colleagues (2002) assert that sense of community provides a sense of 
belonging, social support and well-being; more over, it is recognised that 
sense of community is a crucial recovery factor in disordered 
neighbourhoods (Acosta & Chavis, 2007; Innes & Jones, 2006). Kim and 
Kaplan (2004) point out that social interaction (neighbouring, social 
participation and support) and pedestrianism (street activities, walkabiiity) 
are key components of sense of community.
4.2.3 The second assessment: Perception of risk and its acceptability
In this thesis risk perception is conceived as a multidimensional and context 
dependant process that implies a subjective cognitive construction that includes 
social meanings and personal inferences of hazards and their consequences. It is 
defined as the way people judge and evaluate the hazards they are or might be 
exposed to. It includes people’s beliefs, attitudes, judgements and feelings, as well 
as the wider cultural and social dispositions they adopt towards threats to [people 
and] things we value" (Pidgeon, 1998: 5). On the other hand, risk is the outcome of 
such process and reflects subjective evaluations of hazards that may impose threats 
to people and the things they value (Klinke & Renn, 2002). It involves a full range of 
beliefs and feelings that people have about the nature of hazardous events, their
3 Fisher and Nassar argue that there are three main site characteristics that affect perceptions of safety 
namely, prospect, escape, and concealment though the latter was not evaluated in this thesis.
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qualitative characteristics and benefits, and their acceptability (Pidgeon & Beattie,
1997:291).
Three components of risk perception are investigated in the thesis:
• Perceived vulnerability, or people’s perceived susceptibility of encountering 
threatening events or situations that may harm them or the things they value. 
Different to the concept of vulnerability traditionally investigated in the fear of 
crime literature where physical and socio-economic factors determine how 
vulnerable one might be4, this thesis considers people’s subjective 
perceptions of vulnerability. The concept of perceived vulnerability has been 
widely used to explain health and risk protective behaviours. Research 
findings suggest that perceived vulnerability is a necessary requirement to 
risk perception and behavioural change (Weyman & Kelly, 1999) though 
other authors contradict this by arguing that it is not sufficient to actually 
induce change in risky practices (Van der Pligt, 1996).
Weinstein (1989), for example, notes that individuals typically tend to view 
themselves to be at lower risk of injury than similarly exposed others, which 
may create an “unrealistic optimism” (invulnerability) and resistant to 
behavioural change. On the contrary, people’s beliefs about being vulnerable 
or susceptible of facing risks and their consequences may lead them to take 
costly and unnecessary protective behaviours, even when risk of 
victimisation is low. Perceived vulnerability is affected by the availability bias 
or ease with which people can visualise themselves as victims. Familiarity, 
direct or indirect experience with the hazard, salience of the hazard, and 
perceived control all influence perceptions of vulnerability.
Other research findings have concluded that women and the elderly tend to 
perceive themselves as more vulnerable than men and younger people, 
though there appears to be contradictory results (Weyman & Kelly, 1999).
4 Chapter Two discussed research in the field which suggests that there are certain variables that can 
predict fear such as age, gender, race, wealth, and location (urban-rural), since these are seen as a 
source of physical, psychological or economical vulnerability (Franzini, O’Brien, Murray & O’Campo, 
2008; Miceli, Roccato & Rosato, 2004; Stamps, 2005). In addition, other authors seem to conceive 
vulnerability as different from risk perception (Semmens, 2004; Jackson, 2002).
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• Perceived control, or the estimates of one’s ability to avoid or mitigate risks 
and their consequences. Similarly to perceived vulnerability, research 
findings suggest that there is a tendency for individuals to believe 
themselves to be more skilled (and hence better able to control risk) than 
their peers which may lead to reduced levels of caution and voluntary 
exposure to risk (Weyman & Kelly, 1989). The latter has also been 
associated with higher levels of self-efficacy compared with involuntary 
exposure. Weyman and Kelly also point out that feelings of being in control 
contribute to a psychological state of well-being. On the contrary, 
perceptions of uncontrollability lead people to feel more vulnerable, anxious, 
and unsafe. For instance, Hough (1995) found that perceived physical 
vulnerability significantly predicted both perceptions of safety while alone at 
night and worries about mugging.
• Frequency of occurrence of specific dangers (events, situations or persons) 
that may harm people or the things they value. Literature in the field points 
out that the perceived frequency or likelihood of occurrence of hazards 
affects how we perceive risks. It appears to be that more frequent and 
common events are underestimated and less frequent are overestimated. 
For example, Lichtenstein, Slovic, Fischhoff, Layman and Combs (1978) 
found that homicides were incorrectly evaluated as more frequent than 
diabetes and stomach cancer deaths; but they were also considered as 
frequent as death by stroke, which actually caused 11 times more deaths 
than homicides. These authors concluded that participants made serious 
misjudgements due in part to their indirect experience with the hazards 
evaluated and the ease with which events may be recalled (availability
’ heuristic). Reliance upon the perceived frequency of occurrence may lead to 
biases and errors that may elicit unwarranted confidence and a reduction in 
protective behaviours.
In short, perceptions of vulnerability and controllability of risks as well as estimations 
about hazards’ frequency of occurrence are said to interact one with each other 
which affect perceptions of risk and safety. It is expected that the less frequent an 
event is perceived, and the more confident people feel, the less vulnerable they 
think they are, and the more control over the hazard and the outcomes they think
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they have. Therefore, people feel at less risk of suffering any sort of harm and, 
consequently, more safe.
The model also recognises the influence of a fourth factor that may attenuate or 
amplify the perception of risk and safety, the acceptability of the risk. It is defined as 
“... the risk associated with the most acceptable option in a particular decision 
problem” (Fischhoff, Lichtenstein, Slovic, Derby & Keeny, 1981: 3). It is argued that 
a person may accept the danger associated with a specific event because the 
perceived costs and benefits are higher than the expected risk and as a 
consequence, they may feel reassured or safe; ultimately, the perceived risk is not 
as bad as they had thought. On the contrary, an individual may think that the risk is 
that high that she or he will not be able to manage it, thus it is unacceptable. 
Consequently, they feel unsafe and rather prefer to avoid or escape from it.
Fischhoff (1994) asserts that people do not make decisions in isolation but rather 
they make choices amongst various options whose consequences may include risks 
(p.4). The option chosen may not necessarily represent the one with less or no risk, 
but the one with more benefits. Research findings show that the acceptable level of 
risk depends on voluntariness and perceived benefits, the more voluntary and 
beneficial the risk the more acceptable it is (Slovic, 1987; Slovic & Weber, 2002).
4.3 Research question, aims, and hypotheses
As previously discussed, this thesis attempts to identify the relationship between 
environmental and psychological processes influencing people’s perceptions of 
safety about victimisation. More specifically, it aims to describe and explain the 
relationships between socio-demographic characteristics, environmental cues, risk 
perception and safety in residential neighbourhoods. In doing so, new relationships 
may be predicted.
The research described in the following chapters seeks to advance in the meaning 
of disorder and determine whether it can be considered as a wider dimension that 
not only includes incivilities but other factors such as visibility, deprivation, and 
sense of community. It also investigates whether disorder directly influences
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perceptions of safety about victimisation in residential areas or whether risk 
perception mediates such relationships.
Three empirical studies using qualitative and quantitative methods were designed to 
respond the above research questions and achieve the aims for this thesis. The first 
two studies were designed to elucidate the meaning of disorder and its associated 
physical and psychosocial attributes. Underpinned on results from the first two, the 
third study tests the mediating role of risk perception in the perceived disorder-safety 
relationship.
In this thesis it is postulated that:
• H1: Physical characteristics of places provide cues that enable individuals
to infer a) significant social attributes of such places and b) the 
people associated with those places.
• H2: People are what matter the most when people assess their safety.
• H3: Disorder is a relative concept involving observed and inferred
attributes of places.
• H4: Risk perception partially mediates the relationship between perceived
disorder and perceived safety. .
• H5: Voluntariness, salience of the event and estimated costs and benefits
influence the acceptability of risks.
• H6: Age, gender, victimisation experience, citizenship, perceived
similarity, and likeability, significantly influence perceptions of 
disorder, risk, and safety.
The present investigation also suggests new ways of measuring the variables 
investigated by combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies and by using 
panoramic photographs of three places with different levels of disorder, risk and 
safety.
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4.4 Summary
This chapter argued that not only environmental but psycho-social and contextual 
factors need to be considered if perceptions of safety about victimisation are to be 
understood. A conceptual model integrating findings from the theoretical frameworks 
previously reviewed was developed. It aims to enlarge the conceptualisation of 
disorder and introduce risk perception as a key component to understand 
perceptions of safety; in addition, the model seeks to explain how assessments of 
disorder and risk interrelate to shape perceptions of safety about victimisation in 
residential areas. In short, here it is proposed that risk perception partially mediates 
the relation between perceived disorder and safety. Despite this thesis recognises 
the role that emotional reactions might have in reactions to crime, this is not 
explicitly investigated.
The conceptual model developed offers a psychological perspective on how people 
perceive and interpret disorder, risk and safety, and how attributes related to the 
person, the place and the event also affect how safe one might feel in certain areas. 
It defines disorder, risk and safety more precisely than the majority of literature in 
the field which in turn facilitates a more clear and consistent operationalisation and 
measurement of such terms.
This thesis is engaged with the perspective that feeling safe is rather a subjective 
and complex inferential process that involves physical and social attributes of 
places, a whole range of personal socio-demographic characteristics and beliefs, 
attitudes, experience, knowledge, affects, values, and culture, as well as the 
characteristics and salience of the threat itself (event, person or activity). The 
interaction between all these elements influences how safe we feel. In this sense the 
deterministic position that physical and social incivilities of places affect safety is 
rejected. Here it is argued that subjective and multidimensional processes occur in 
the estimation of risk and safety, and that the physical environment is just one of 
several components we assess.
The conceptual and empirical formulations presented in this thesis considerably 
advance what at the moment exists in the field of fear of crime, and represent a 
theoretical improvement in the understanding of perceptions of risk and safety.
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Id e n t if y in g  p h y s ic a l  a n d  s o c ia l  a t t r ib u t e s  s ig n if ic a n t  t o
PERCEIVING SAFETY IN RESIDENTIAL NEIGHBOURHOODS
5.1 Introduction
Literature reviewed in previous chapters described theoretical perspectives that 
have influenced the investigation of perceptions of safety about victimisation and 
crime. Most of them are deterministic and narrow in their approach and have been 
criticised for their lack of a precise conceptual framework and inconsistent empirical 
results. As discussed in Chapter Three, there have been some attempts of moving 
away from the broken windows theory and the incivilities thesis, such as the 
conceptualisations done by people investigating the fear-risk paradox. 
Notwithstanding this, the progress in the field has not been as conclusive and 
significant as expected.
As it has been discussed, this thesis introduces the risk perception approach as an 
alternative framework to account for the relationship between perceived disorder 
and safety. Based upon conclusions from the approaches discussed in Chapters 
Two and Three, a conceptual model was developed. This model offers a 
psychological approach in order to explain how disorder and risk interrelate to shape 
perceptions of safety about victimisation. It holds that risk perception partially 
mediates the relationship between perceived disorder and safety.
This chapter presents the first study to the empirical verification of the model 
developed. Study One is qualitative in nature, and seeks to identify the physical and 
social attributes participants look at when evaluating different residential 
neighbourhoods. Results are expected to provide feedback on what attributes are 
best to include as part of the second component of the model, place assessment.
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Two main goals were pursued in study one:
• To obtain the categories and concepts that people use to describe different 
residential neighbourhoods in terms of their physical and social attributes.
• To identify physical and social attributes which are associated with risky 
neighbourhoods.
This study allows the empirical investigation of a series of assumptions expressed in 
the literature regarding the notion of disorder and its associated attributes. Findings 
from this study will provide an insight on the meaning of disorder and whether there 
are other characteristics different from the commonly investigated that need to be 
considered. More specifically this study will provide valuable information in order to 
confirm (or reject) the first two hypotheses of the investigation presented in this 
thesis:
• H1: Physical characteristics of places provide cues that enable individuals
to infer a) significant social attributes of such places and b) the
people associated with those places.
• H2: People are the most salient factors when assessing safety.
Next sections describe the method and results obtained in this study. A concluding
summary is presented at the end of this chapter.
5.2 Method
5.2.1 Sample
Snowball sampling was used to identify adults British nationals that had been living 
in England for the past 10 years at the moment of the interview. Because 
participants were going to evaluate different types of British residential areas, their 
familiarity and/or experience with flats, terraced, detached and semidetached 
houses as well as with council housing, was also an inclusion criterion.
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Initial contacts were approached in order to invite them to take part in the study and 
ask them to invite others. No incentives were offered to participants for taking part in 
the study. It was explained to them how important their contribution would be but 
that their participation was voluntary and that they could cease their involvement at 
any time should they not wish to continue. A total of six participants (3 women and 3 
men) were interviewed (see Table 5.1). All participants reported to have lived in at 
least two types of the properties. However, none of them had lived in council 
housing but were familiar with it.
Table 5.1. Sam D ie  characteristics
Respondent Gender Age : s- . Occupation M - : Nationality
1 Female 45 Departmental secretary British
2 Female 55 Departmental secretary British
3 Female 48 Departmental secretary British
4 Male 30 PhD student British
5 Male 30 PhD student British
6 Male 38 PhD student British
5.2.2. Instruments
a) 56 photographs from residential areas
200 photographs from British residential neighbourhoods were taken in four 
cities in South England. These photos depicted a wide variety of British houses 
(terraced, semi and detached properties, flats and apartments) and estates 
(private and council estates). All photos were taken at daytime. People were 
excluded from the photographs because this presents a further perceptual cue 
that was not being investigated in the current study.
56 photographs depicting terraced, semi-detached and detached houses, flats, 
as well as council housing were selected by the researcher and two more experts 
(Appendix I). All selected photos were considered as representative of the type of 
house it belongs to (for instance, detached houses) and should include more 
than one house/building, as well as roads, streets, cars and objects nearby the 
properties. Additionally, different levels of deprivation should be represented in 
the places selected.
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b) Sorting task
A sorting task was devised in which the 56 photographs were given to 
participants.
c) Semi-structured interviews consisted of eight open questions devised to obtain 
criteria and concepts people used to sort the photographs:
1. Can you think of a name for the sorting?
2. What are the reasons for your sorting?
3. Please sort the photographs from the most to the least representative of
each group.
4. Can you think of names for each group?
5. Please explain to me what it is that photos in each group have in
common to be part of the same group?
6. Tell me about the physical aspects you took into account for the sorting
task.
7. How much at risk would you feel in places like that?
8. Is there anything else you would like to add?
5.2.3 Procedure
Participants in this study were given the 56 photographs and asked to sort them into 
as many groups as they wanted but always bearing in mind that photographs in 
same group needed to be similar to each other in some important way and different 
from those allocated in other groups. The multiple sorting procedure (MSP) allows 
the researcher to understand categories and systems of classification people use 
when interacting with the environment.
The MSP can be used as the focus of an interview since participants are free to 
express what they consider to be important issues and the researcher can then 
investigate those personal meanings in a more structured and systematic way by 
means of the interview (Canter, Brown & Groat, 1985). The questions in the 
interview act as triggers that encourage participants to talk more about their 
perceptions, feelings, attitudes and thoughts when looking at the photos (Willig, 
2001). As Canter and colleagues (1985: 8) assert: “The more the freedom the 
interviewee can be given in performing this task the more likely that the interviewer 
will learn something of the interviewee’s construct system rather than just clarifying 
his own".
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Because of the number of photos, participants only carried out one free sort. During 
the sorting task, people were encouraged to verbalise any idea that came to their 
minds when sorting the photos and all answers were included in the analysis. 
Afterwards, the researcher took participants’ classification as the starting point for 
the interview. Instructions for the MSP are shown in Appendix II.
Each participant was interviewed separately in a room specifically arranged for that 
purpose and each interview was recorded and transcribed under the participant’s 
consent. It was explained to participants that their personal data and answers would 
be kept anonymous and confidential and processed for research purposes only, and 
that they may withdraw from the study should they want to. In addition, full personal 
transcriptions were made available for any modifications participants wished before 
the analysis was conducted. Results were also made available for those who were 
interested.
The length of the interviews ranged from one hour to one hour and 30 minutes. 
Answers were transcribed and analysed in accordance with principles stated by the 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, Jarman & Osborne, 1999; Willig, 
2001). '
5.2.4 Analytic procedure
As aforementioned, this study investigates participants' meanings and perceptions 
of residential areas in order to identify salient attributes people take into account 
when assessing this type of places. Smith et al (1999) argue that such meanings 
can only be unravelled through an interpretative process that allows the researcher 
to explore the participant’s views without imposing pre-existent categories or 
variables. Therefore, conducting an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 
was considered as most appropriate.
The aim of IPA is to explore in detail personal views and experience, and to 
examine how participants are making sense of their personal and social world 
(Smith & Eatough, 2007; Willig, 2001), “Thus the approach is phenomenological in 
that it is concerned with an individual’s personal perception or account of an object 
or event (Smith et al, 1999: 218)”. However, it is recognised that such exploration
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necessarily implicates the researcher’s own views which are required in order to 
make sense of that other personal world. Therefore, the resulting analysis is in fact 
an interpretation of the participants’ experience.
IPA shares the aims of other approaches such as grounded theory (GT) and content 
analysis (CA) in that these methods attempt to find patterns or themes that reflect 
people’s understandings and knowledge about the topic in question. Nevertheless, 
whereas GT was rather developed to explain social processes which account for 
phenomena (Willig, 2001), and CA is more concerned in identifying the existence of 
key categories that are thought to already exist in the data (Krippendorff, 1980), IPA 
is more focused in searching “the subjective perceptual processes involved when an 
individual tries to make sense (Smith et al, 1999: 219)” of the topic in question. That 
is, IPA focuses upon individuals’ perceptions and aims to understand how the 
participants perceive and experience the world from their own perspective (Willig,
2001).
This first preliminary study does not intend to impose pre-existent categories. It 
rather seeks to obtain concepts and categories generated by participants (as from 
semi-structured interviews) that emerge when they evaluate different residential 
places. In doing so, salient attributes will be identified but from the participants’ own 
point of view. Hence, conducting an interpretative phenomenological analysis on 
data from this study seemed appropriate.
As an analytic procedure, IPA follows a series of systematic steps to identify themes 
to be integrated into meaningful clusters, within and across cases (Smith et al, 1999; 
Willig, 2001). Steps taken to analyse data are described below.
After transcribing participants’ responses, a careful reading and re-reading of the 
interviews was done in order to produce notes, initial thoughts and possible codes. It 
should be recalled that participants carried out a sorting task at the beginning of the 
interview and the resulting categories constituted the starting point for the analysis. 
Each transcript was read and re-read a number of times and an in-depth analysis 
was conducted in each one of them in order to identify anything significant about 
what the respondent was saying. Specific notes and comments were written down 
for each transcript. Initial codes emerged as a result of this analysis.
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A second analysis was done to identify key words or themes that characterised all 
answers given. Emergent themes titles were obtained from the researcher’s initial 
notes and no information was omitted from the analysis. Once themes were 
identified, connections between them were established in order to form coherent 
superordinate concepts that share meaning. Every time new clusterings of themes 
emerged, the transcript was checked again to make sure that all information had 
been included.
A summary table of themes and sub-themes was produced and paying special care 
to ensure that each theme was represented in the verbatim transcript. This 
procedure was repeated for each of the transcripts, working through the answers 
line by line and case by case. It is worth noting that the master-theme table from the 
first interview was used to begin the analysis of the remaining transcripts. Summary 
tables with themes and clusters were produced for each participant.
All summary tables were compared in order to identify recurrent themes that 
reflected participants’ shared understandings. Each recurrent theme was subjected 
again to a new analysis by comparing them against the initial transcriptions, in order 
to make sure that all answers have been either included or dropped from the 
analysis. Finally, relationships between all themes were established to identify 
superordinate themes (master themes) that reflect the experiences and beliefs of 
the participants as a group. Next section will present findings from this study.
5.3 Results
Four interrelated master themes emerged from the analysis (Table 5.2): Physical 
attributes, social meanings, emotional reaction and perceived safety. The first 
master theme, physical attributes, refers to attributes that were mainly observed or 
some times inferred from the place itself. The second master theme, social 
attributions, includes topics that were “imagined” or inferred from the physical 
attributes of the place, such as wealth, type of people living there and residents’ 
friendliness. It is worth reminding that people were not included in the photos. The 
third master theme, likeability. refers to the extent people liked or found attractive
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the place they were evaluating. The fourth master theme, perceived risk, reflects the 
possibility of being victimised or encountering a threat.
As a general assumption, it is believed that master themes 3 and 4 resulted from the 
evaluation of physical attributes and social attributions of the place, combined with 
participants’ own personal background. This will be expanded in following sections.
Table 5.2. Master themes and themes emerged from the analysis of results
; Master themes “. • •' Themes 'M  Master themes Themes
PHYSICAL
ATTRIBUTES
Property related 
Neighbourhood related 
Perceived density 
Maintenance
SOCIAL
ATTRIBUTIONS
Wealth
Type of people 
Social relations*
LIKEABILITY Attractiveness
Desirability
PERCEIVED
RISK
Type of threat 
Surveillance*
* Only three participants (out of six) made reference to this attribute but were included 
as they represent half of the sample
For a better understanding of the results, the analysis of the master themes has 
been split into four sections, although they should be interpreted as interrelated. The 
four master themes with their themes will be explained in terms of the attributes that 
were included because of its relevance to participants. The last master theme, 
perceived risk, will also include a broader analysis incorporating results from 
previous master themes, in order to show the relationship between all of them. 
Selected photographs from the study will be used to this purpose.
5.3.1 First master theme: Physical attributes
This first master theme constituted the starting point of the interview as people were 
asked to sort the photographs in terms of their physical attributes. It focuses on 
physical features about the properties (houses) and the neighbourhood in general. 
Most of the resulting themes are attributes that were directly observed from the 
place, although some of them also involved inferred judgements from physical 
attributes, such as perceived density and location.
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Participants not only looked at specific cues from the place like type of property or 
number of cars, but also broader attributes, such as location, overall maintenance 
and spatial and physical density in the neighbourhood.
It seemed significant to participants to determine whether properties were houses, 
apartments or flats, old or new developments, or whether they were converted 
houses to accommodate more people. This proves useful to define a very important 
feature of the neighbourhood: whether it is council housing or a private property, 
rented or owned accommodation. It is worth noting that participants were familiar 
with the sort of places depicted in the photographs, but especially with council 
housing, which was easily identified. Such knowledge helped them to infer type of 
people living in those places, which is related with master theme 2.
Along with type of property, participants looked at the size of the property and land 
around them, and tried to guess number of people there and space available for 
each person. Perceived density in the neighbourhood not only in terms of number of 
people but cars, traffic, and space within and between houses, plays a key role in 
determining social attributions of the place.
Participants 1 and 3 explained:
Participant 1: “ ...O bviously I am looking at the different ages o f the property, 
and whether it looks like detached, semidetached, the age o f  
it, and whether it looks more what we termed socia l housing, 
where a lo t o f people are living in a sm all space, and the 
period in which its built, o r trying assume the period o f  it, and  
age o f the property... you are very judgem ental assuming  
people ’s life ...’ (lines 1 to 5, 9).
Participant 3: "... I th ink these are flats and apartments, I think this is 
probably in a state that has been knocked down and lots o f 
people housing, cheap housing... I think its council housing. I 
think probably that they were old fashion houses that have 
been knocked down to build new houses...’’ (lines 1 to 5, 9).
There are other attributes equally important to the above that are more related with 
the neighbourhood as a whole, such as the amount of vegetation near the properties 
and around the place, and whether it was pruned or shaped. Presence of vegetation
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and its overall conditions resulted to be significant cues that inform about others 
living there, how friendly and careful they might be. It is well known that “green 
environments" provide more satisfaction and wellness to people, but not much has 
been said about its impact on perceived safety.
Maintenance of the houses and the place as an overall was also evaluated. 
Participants looked for signs of physical incivilities (tidy, dirty, noise) and dilapidation 
(run-down, abandoned houses), and to what extent the neighbourhood was well 
kept. Participants 4 and 6 explained:
Participant 4: "... These were sort o f flats but more space out, greeny 
looking area, generally larger, better windows, not quite high 
buildings, the greenery is the main crite ria ...”  (lines 32-33).
Participant 6: "... They are well looked after properties and streets, tidy, 
clean... These are posh and expensive properties, they are big, 
tidy, clean, well kept, detached houses, with more space  
between them, nice streets, trees and bushes well looked 
a fte r....”  (lines 45-46).
“ ... These are cheap houses, not well looked after, o ld  houses, 
dirty, run down streets... (lines 23-24).
Overall conditions of roads and cars in the neighbourhood were evaluated too, and 
participants tried to find out whether it was a residential or free traffic road, how busy 
it could be, as well as age and type of cars around. They also inferred probable 
location of the neighbourhood, imagining other things around the place they were 
evaluating. Participant 5 provides us with good examples:
"... The houses are the type I associate with the type o f the states I am talking  
about, whereby each house has its own little p lo t o f land, there ’s a cul-de-sac 
road finishing where the houses are, so it ’s going to be no free traffic, and  
there ’s a paved area to people to get to their houses, where cars can ’t go, so 
and there's also trees and bushes dotting around likes someone designed this 
sta te ... (lines 25-29)
“... The houses were on main roads with traffic, and that the houses were joint, 
not detached houses, but terraced houses, and I imagine they are in a city 
suburb o r town...The main features o f the houses is that they are on the edge 
o f a main road, in a town somewhere, there ’s going to be lots o f traffic there 
passing here, lots o f noise and things like that, and also as I said they’re 
terraced together, there is not lots o f land for each person living in these ..." 
(lines 37-42).
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It seems to be that, despite specific attributes were evaluated, the overall 
appearance of the place also plays a key role in participants’ final judgements of the 
place, going even beyond from what they actually saw. It was interesting to find out 
how participants were involved in an inferential process when trying to determine the 
type of place they were evaluating. That could mean that general and specific 
physical features of the neighbourhood provide cues to people to get social 
attributions from the place; and that looking for meaning implies a more creative and 
imaginative task from people, where personal and social background have a 
significant role.
5.3.2 Second master theme: Social attributions
The second master theme demonstrates that physical attributes of the place are 
closely related to social attributions. It emphasises participants’ need of knowing 
what type of people might live there, their wealth and how friendly they could be. It is 
believed that such knowledge is relevant for participants feeling more or less 
confident in the place. Master theme 4 supports such idea.
The physical environment provided cues that enabled participants to imagine or infer 
residents’ wealth, age, occupation, and marital status, as expressed by participants 
2 and 6:
Participant 2: “ ...To me they were council houses and a lot o f people who live here 
bought them, but they are still quite identifiable as council houses... 
Originally a lo t o f working class people ... The properties are quite easily 
recognised as a certain style, a certain building, you can recognise as 
council houses... I don ’t [fee l at risk]... these particular p ictures I would  
say no because they a ll are very well looked after, the gardens, cars, 
this one has less cars but is still very well kept...” (lines 27-33).
Participant 6: "... Detached houses, well kept properties and streets, tidy, clean, 
expensive, high income people, professionals and business people, 
well established people that could afford this type o f properties, family 
houses...” (lines 40-43).
Social relations within residents were evaluated to determine how friendly and 
welcoming residents living in those places were. The fact that only half of the 
sampie considered this theme could show that personal beliefs, values and 
experience, amongst others, play a key role when people evaluate places.
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Friendliness and having good relation with neighbours were significant for them and 
not for other participants. Participant 3 provided us with a good example:
“...These I think are the next move after those, with people that can afford to 
move on those, it ju s t looks well cared for, trees, grass, gardens, nice, you ’ve 
got any problems there, I could walk around there any time. Friendly people, 
they probably a ll rush up to work, mums and dads, an the children at school, 
very quiet during the day time, and maybe they invite the neighbours around at 
the weekend, tha t’s nice because you can go walking, like in the old days you  
could go walking in the country side, I th ink i t ’s not that fa r from there..." (lines 
71-77).
The latter extract from participant 3 also expresses two features that are more 
related to master themes 3 and 4: how much she likes the place and how confident 
she would feel there.
5.3.3 Third master theme: Likeability
The evaluation of the appearance of places and its attached social attributions 
evoked favourable or unfavourable responses in participants. The third master 
theme refers to an emotional reaction named “likeability”, which implies a personal 
judgement of the place in terms of its attractiveness and desirability. They made 
reference not only to houses but roads, streets and the neighbourhood in general.
Liked places were considered as nice, pretty, comfortable, attractive and desirable, 
whereas disliked places were said to be uncomfortable and not attractive, and that 
they would not like to live there. Participants 1, 3 and 5 explained:
Participant 1: “These are a ll houses I would like to live in, well established, attractive 
roads... I like to see the trees, the hedges and some division o f the 
space o f the property, whereas when you ’ve got houses crowded 
together like tha t... I like the feeling o f the space around it. [They are] 
financially well-o ff people, can afford large sums o f money, probably 
people that commute o r work loca lly ... city o r tow n ...” (lines 170-175).
Participant 3: “Neither o f  them I th ink are very inviting, I would never walk down there 
in those two, they look uncared, they aren ’t nice apartments at a ll...”  
(lines 49-50).
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Participant 5: “You have two aspects, you have again people with slightly more
, money, because people p re fer to live in the country side, o r a lot o f
people p re fer to live in the country side out o f towns, because i t ’s quiet
silence, less crime, and it ’s nicer, more aesthetic, and also you have
people who p re fe r a quieter life, who don’t need the pass o f the town o f 
the city, and it ’s quiet happy to live in villages and go to villages’ shops, 
perhaps people who have less access to social life ...” (lines 72-77).
It seems that likeability reflects a more general evaluation of the neighbourhood that 
comprises physical and social attributes of the place (previously evaluated), and 
where personal characteristics such as beliefs, values and experience play a key 
role in determining liked or disliked places.
5.3.4 Fourth master theme: Perceived risk
The fourth master theme refers to the extent the neighbourhood and people around 
could represent a threat to others. After participants finished describing the place in 
terms of its physical and social attributions, they were questioned about the 
possibility of being at risk. Answers were rather straight (yes, no, slightly) and in 
some cases they talked about the type of threat and time of the day when it was 
more likely to happen. Three participants also mentioned that more or less people 
around can make a difference in them feeling at risk.
Because the interaction between all four master themes is significant to understand 
participants’ shared meanings about risk, some photographs1 from the study are 
analysed below in terms of their physical and psycho-social attributes. Perceived 
risk serves as the unifying concept.
• No risk places
Even though places included in this group were considered as with no risk, with no 
threats around that could harm them, physical and social similarities between these 
are not as evident as one might think. For example, photo 5.1 was associated to 
working class families wanting to live near town; they are well kept and slightly 
green, where there is just local traffic. They could be apartments or terraced houses.
1 Photographs analysed in this section were selected because there was high agreement amongst 
participants in terms of what these photos meant to them.
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Participant 4 explained:
"... These are mainly terraced and  
semidetached properties, so again looking  
not quite so urban as the last group, 
perhaps they are sort o f suburb kind o f 
area, but still quite high density houses, 
generally more cars, slightly green, 
gardens. The properties are generally 
better kept, gardens, w ider streets... [they  
are for] Young families, semi-skilled  
workers, manual workers... wouldn’t feel 
at r is k ...” (lines 24-30).
Flats and apartments in photo 5.2 were associated to middle class people, single or 
young couples, maybe retired couples. They are nice, well cared properties, with a 
green looking and more space within and between flats.
Participant 2 explained:
“. . . I  put them separately ju s t because 
they are flats no houses... Because 
they are flats they could be o lder people  
that were happy to move from houses 
into flats, perhaps young people  
because they live on their own or as a 
couple who don ’t need a house yet, I 
don ’t know but potentially people that 
are on their own o r o lder couples, young  
couples, maybe not children, not for 
families . . . I  wouldn't feel at risk”... (lines 
80, 84-88).
Photographs 5.3 and 5.4 were associated with small or young working class 
families, not that expensive, well kept and with a lot of people around. They could be 
terraced houses or converted flats in busy and noisy areas (near or in town) with 
traffic; houses and people are physically very close together.
PHOTO 5.1
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Participant 5 explained:
“...The houses were on main roads with 
traffic, and that the houses were jo in t, non 
detached houses, but terraced houses, and I 
imagine they are in a city suburb o r town. The 
main features o f the houses is that they are 
on the edge o f a main road, in a town 
somewhere, there ’s going to be lo t traffic 
there passing here, lot o f noise and things like 
that, and also as I sa id they ’re terraced  
together, there is not lo t o f land for each 
person living in these... You m ight get a range
o f people actually in these types o f places, 
you m ight get young people who don ’t have 
enough money, because some o f these 
places are not flats but they ’re apartments 
maybe or shared houses... and you m ight get 
young people who want to live in a town, but 
they don ’t have the m oney to get very nice 
apartments. The reason I say i t ’s un- 
expensive i t ’s because they ’re in the main 
road, i t ’s going to be very noisy, not many 
people want to live there, so that brings price  
o f the houses down... “ (lines 37-54).
Photograph 5.5 was evaluated as old, cheap, deprived, badly maintained and run­
down flats or small houses in town, with no gardens. These are unattractive noisy 
houses in wide roads with traffic, where people live very close together. Single 
parents or small families or maybe young people or couples, are associated to this 
sort of places, and they could be struggling people.
Participant 4 explained:
"... They’re sort o f generally houses 
quite crowded together, but still the 
area is not too bad... [It is] sort o f 
student kind accom modation... No [at 
risk], it looks quite well, wide roads 
there, saying it ’s student population  
they don ’t represent a th rea t..." (line 
5-9).
PHOTO 5.3
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Places depicted in photos 5.6, 5.7 and 5.8 were evaluated as attractive and 
desirable places, with nice, new, modern detached houses. They are comfortable, 
well kept and with gardens; have a green looking and are quite spaced out, with 
wide roads and residential traffic only, out of town. These were associated with 
starting or well established and affluent families, where neighbouring is nonexistent.
Participant 2 said:
“...These are posh and expensive 
properties, they are big, tidy, clean, well 
kept, detached houses, with more 
space between them, nice streets, trees 
and bushes well looked after. Wealthy 
people, business people or 
professionals with a well established  
career, families. I wouldn’t feel at r is k ...” 
(lines 45-48).
PHOTO 5.6
PHOTO 5.7 PHOTO 5.8
Places depicted in these photos are different in appearance and social attributions, 
but they have something in common that make them safe: everything seems to be in 
place (organised) and very clear for the observer, roads are well delineated and 
streets have an open prospect. There are no elements that may obstruct people’s 
visibility in those places, they can see or imagine what is happening there; that is, 
they are legible places. Some participants in this study sporadically made reference 
to legibility as something important in the place, but not as enough as to be included
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in the analysis. Nevertheless, it is believed that legibility is an attribute that is shared 
by photographs shown above.
Participants’ familiarity and experience (direct or indirect) with these places also 
have a significant effect in their perception, and have to be considered as important 
factors that help people to adjust their first impressions.
• Slight risk places
This type of places were evaluated as affluent, modern, desirable and attractive 
neighbourhoods with large well kept houses and gardens, with lots of vegetation and 
space around them, maybe located in villages or near the country side, with low or 
no neighbouring. Professionals and well established people were associated with 
this sort of places. Nevertheless, two participants (out of six) considered them as 
with slight risk because of the possibility of finding people hidden behind the bushes 
and because there were few people around. Photos 5.9 and 5.10 are examples of 
this type of places.
Participant 1 explained:
.. These are all houses I would like to 
live in, well established, attractive 
roads... I like to see the trees, the 
hedges and some division o f the space 
o f the property, whereas when you've  
got houses crowded together like that...
I like the feeling o f the space around i t . ..
They are financially well-off people, can 
afford large sums o f money, probably 
people that commute or work locally... 
city o r town... Maybe yes, slightly [at 
risk], surprisingly so, ju s t because there 
are few people around and would it be 
more a target for people with an 
intention o f burgling o r something like 
that, because they represent a more 
affluent society and therefore m ight be a target fo r burglars and car thieves and so on...” 
(lines 170-179).
PHOTO 5.9
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Participant 6 explained:
“ ...There are no houses in these 
pictures, o r barely visible, I can ’t say  
much. There are lots o f trees and 
bushes but can ’t say much about 
houses. I imagine there are normal 
people around there, m iddle class, 
elderly, professionals, and established  
people. I suppose there m ight be some 
houses hidden behind the trees but 
can ’t really say... Could be [a t risk], 
because it ’s possible to find people 
hidden behind the bushes...” (lines 50­
54).
This was an interesting finding and deserves attention. It seems that not having 
people around that could help if needed and without the possibility of looking at 
others in the place, made these two participants to perceive a slight risk. The 
difference between those no risk places and these ones with slight risk well may be 
the lack of legibility and surveillance. Looking at the photographs, no risk places 
have an open prospect and a clear layout, where greenery has not been used as 
physical barriers for outsiders. Whereas in these two last photos it is not that clear 
where main entrances are, vegetation has been used as barriers, making visibility a 
bit more difficult. Although only two people brought this topic into consideration, it is 
believed that more research needs to be done on this regard.
• Risky places
Places that were perceived by participants as risky share very well identified 
physical and social attributions: they are unattractive small council flats or similar 
apartments that accommodate a large number of low income people, who are 
struggling and with no other choice but to live there. This type of places was 
associated with a mix of people, young or old, such as single mothers, unemployed, 
or manual workers. They are in town, rather new or modern, some well kept and 
others dilapidated, with low or no vegetation, with no consideration to its 
appearance.
Such places were considered risky because they are unpredictable and have hidden 
spaces, where opportunistic burglary, car thieves and youngsters wandering around,
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are common. It is worth noting that participants’ descriptions were more related to 
social attributions and likeability of the place, than to physical attributes, especially 
when these are compared against no risk places.
Participant 4 explained:
“...The kind o f the build ing ’s materials used, 
they seem to be 60s 70s kind age, flats to a 
certain extent but not the m ost important 
criteria, main material o f the buildings, the 
age o f the building, some identity o f the 
property, that kind o f things o f the 
properties... [They are] low er social groups, 
possibly m ainly in urban areas, high 
population density, people like manual 
workers, possibly high unemployment... 
[risk?] Yes, probable at n ight time, because 
high crime rates, lots o f hidden places, 
probable is not a nice area o f the town, 
higher unemployment, higher crim e”... (14­
22).
Participant 3 said:
"... I think these are flats and apartments, I 
think this is probably in a state that has 
been knocked down and lots o f  people  
housing, cheap housing. I think they are all 
fo r families o r some would be in a city 
centre. I think its council housing, families. I 
think this one m ight be a kind o f problem  
state and I w ouldn’t want to be walking 
there at night, and this one is where people  
probably not problem families but I think 
probably that they were old fashion houses 
that has been knocked down to build new  
houses, cut off, and I don ’t think I would 
want to be walking here at n ight... those 
three maybe very low places to live, and 
very un-welcoming, wouldn’t want to go out 
i f  you live in there, you wouldn’t want to 
cheery out at night, you probably don ’t know  
who your neighbours are. .. . ” (lines 35 -  
46).
PHOTO 5.12
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It seems that risky places are mainly associated to council housing, large buildings 
that accommodate a large number of people. Even though participants could 
immediately identify these as council housing, they perceived such places as 
unpredictable because a mix of people can live there and they do not know what to 
expect. Photographs 5.11, 5.12, and 5.13 are good examples of this type of places.
5.4 Reflection
As it was stated in section 5.2.4 (analytic procedure), the method using an 
interpretative phenomenological approach (IPA) requires that the researcher 
acknowledge possible bias that could have influenced the investigation; hence, a 
reflection is needed. Two possible biases that could have influenced the present 
study are acknowledged.
The first one is related to the criteria used to choose the photographs evaluated in 
this study since they may reflect the researcher’s own perceptions of the places. 
Although the physical characteristics of places were the main criteria to select them, 
it well may be that when doing so the researcher’s own ideas and experience about, 
for instance, dilapidation and safety, and how it is physically represented, influence 
the selection process. Nevertheless, the three researchers involved in the selection 
process put all their efforts into ensuring that only the physical criteria established at 
the beginning of the task were considered to choose the photographs for Study One.
The second bias is related to the fact that perceptions of risk were explicitly explored 
though it was not planned. During the interview process the researcher found out 
that participants’ initial groupings and accounts of the places did not include 
perceptions of safety and risk. Because it was important for the present 
investigation, the researcher decided to ask all participants how at risk they would 
feel if they were in such areas. However, this was done until the participant 
confirmed that she or he has nothing more to say regarding the reasons for the 
grouping and the attributes associated to them.
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5.5 Summary
Study One was designed to investigate physical and social attributes participants 
looked at when evaluating different residential neighbourhoods. The goals were 
achieved as relevant categories and specific concepts participants used to describe 
the residential areas evaluated were obtained. Moreover, specific attributes 
associated with risky places were also identified.
Four master themes emerged from the analysis. The first master theme, physical 
attributes, included characteristics commonly associated with physical incivilities 
(dilapidation, abandonment, dirt), presence and conditions of greenery, location 
(urban-rural), spatial and physical density (space between houses, number of 
people in each property), and conditions of cars.
Nonetheless, participants in this study also paid attention to other physical aspects 
that have not been commonly related to perceptions of safety in residential areas 
namely age and type of the property, overall conditions of roads, type of traffic 
(residential or free traffic), type of estate (private or council housing) and how 
maintained the whole place looked. Interestingly, this general idea of the place 
looking well or badly maintained seems to involve more than just specific 
characteristics of the place, as if its whole appearance gives them an added 
impression of the place and people living there. Undoubtedly, more research on this 
regard is needed.
Results showed that physical characteristics of the places allowed participants to 
infer social attributes (second master theme) about others living there, how 
welcoming they might be and the possibility of encountering a threatening event. It 
was interesting to find out that people think of others not only in terms of their socio­
economic status but their age, marital status, and their possible occupation. 
Friendliness and neighbouring activities were also considered by three participants, 
which in turn may reflect their own values and practices.
On the other hand, the evaluation of places evoked favourable or unfavourable 
responses in terms of its attractiveness, desirability, comfort, and level of risk. 
Likeability (third master theme) as an emotional reaction, and perceived risk (fourth
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master theme) as an intuitive judgement, reflect the interaction between physical 
and social attributions directly observed or inferred from places.
Such a complex process makes evident the active role that people have when 
interacting with their environment. Undoubtedly, these results support the idea that 
making judgements about places implies more than ticking things in a list, it is rather 
a dynamic and complex inferential process where physical, psychological and socio­
cultural factors come into play to provide a final response.
Three type of places emerged as a result of the sorting task. No risk places seemed 
very different in their physical appearance and social characteristics but had one 
thing in common: no harmful people. That is, they could be detached, semi 
detached or terraced houses, or flats, converted or purposely built, cheap or 
affluent, well or bad maintained, attractive or not, where a wide range of people may 
live there. However, most of them had an open prospect and were considered as 
predictable to some extent, and most importantly, people living there were perceived 
as no harmful.
Risky places were perceived as poor, unattractive and unpredictable. Social 
incivilities such as vandalism, opportunistic burglary, car thieves, youngsters 
wandering around, and crime, were a characteristic of these places, which may or 
may not be dilapidated and unkempt. For participants, only council housing was 
perceived as risky and mainly because there were hidden areas and they did not 
know what to expect. In short, council housing was perceived as unpredictable and 
with a mix of people around.
It seems that the meanings associated to council housing and indirect experience 
made participants evaluate it as risky. Whether this is true is not under investigation, 
what really matters here is that despite the places were familiar to participants since 
they recognised them, they did not have direct experience with those places and 
rather “recalled” what they knew to evaluate them. Experience and social meanings 
associated with places, could explain why council housing was considered as risky 
independently of how dilapidated it was.
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The third type of places, slight risk places, was similar to the risky ones in that they 
were unpredictable because of the lack of legibility and surveillance, though these 
were rather affluent areas with greenery around houses and roads, though only two 
participants talked about this.
Overall it can be argued that participants in this study evaluated the places in terms 
of what they saw, what they knew and what they recalled from similar places. 
Finding unpredictable and heterogeneous places was important to perceive risk, 
independently of how maintained and familiar the places were. Having and open 
and clear prospect seemed important to feel safe. It was interesting to find out that 
participants “imagined” or inferred certain attributes from the place, as an attempt to 
know more about the context in which such places were located.
Results from this study not only provided feedback regarding the physical and social 
attributes that are relevant to evaluate places but also revealed some psychological 
processes that may be significant to explore, such as affective reactions towards 
places (likeability) and the overall inferential process that occurs when people try to 
understand places. Even though perception of risk was explicitly asked to 
participants, their responses made evident that there is a relationship between the 
characteristics of places and the perception of risk that deserves more attention.
In short, the value of this study is three fold:
• First, it confirmed findings from other authors in the field of perceived 
disorder, safety and fear of crime;
• Second, results highlighted the significance of not only investigating certain 
physical and social attributes traditionally associated to perceived order and 
safety in residential neighbourhoods, but other elements including presence 
and conditions of vegetation, roads and cars, likeability of the place, and 
overall perception of the place; and,
• Third, this study showed the need of investigating the interaction between 
physical and social attributes of the place, recognising the active role that 
personal characteristics and overall context have in the process.
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It can be concluded that what matters the most are people in places and that the 
interaction between the physical environment and the inferential process involving 
personal experience and predictability influence how participants perceived places. 
Nonetheless, it is yet not clear how much of what is required to feel safe, or whether 
the combination of several physical and social features of the neighbourhood is 
more important than specific features themselves. Thus the notion of disorder 
should be re-examined since a) it may include more physical and social attributes 
than the ones frequently investigated; b) psycho-social factors influence how 
disordered places are perceived; and, c) disorder is rather a relative concept whose 
determinants need to be clarified.
Findings from this study will be used to design materials for Study Two, where the 
notion of physical disorder and its contribution to perceptions of safety will be 
examined. All physical attributes identified in Study One will be considered in order 
to determine how important these are to elicit safe or unsafe feelings. At the same 
time the components of physical disorder will be investigated.
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C h a p t e r  S ix
S t u d y  T w o
S a l ie n c e  o f  p h y s ic a l  a t t r ib u t e s  t o  p e r c e iv in g  s a f e t y  in
RESIDENTIAL NEIGHBOURHOODS
6.1 Introduction
The results from Study One provided information not only about the attributes that 
may be significant to investigate as part of the second component identified in the 
model, place assessment, but also regarding the active and dynamic inferential 
process people undertake when evaluating places. It could be plausible to argue 
that on the one hand, people in places is what matter the most to feel safe and the 
physical environment provides cues that help people to infer such meanings. On the 
other hand, the notion of order-disorder seems to be a broader dimension that 
involves more than the presence of incivilities, such as the characteristics suggested 
by results in Study One.
This chapter focuses on the significance that physical characteristics have in 
perceptions of safety. By combining findings from the literature reviewed and from 
the previous empirical study, Study Two investigates what physical attributes best 
describe a safe or an unsafe neighbourhood, and whether such attributes represent 
the positive and negative extremes of a wider dimension of disorder. More 
particularly the study aimed to:
• Identify salient physical attributes that characterise safe and unsafe residential 
neighbourhoods.
• Determine whether the most salient physical attributes for feeling safe or unsafe 
are opposite sides of the dimension of disorder.
• Identify demographic differences * that account for people’s perception of 
physical attributes in residential neighbourhoods.
Findings from this study are significant to both determine the meaning of disorder 
and its associated physical attributes, and to identify the physical characteristics that
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are best to test as part of the second component of the model, place assessment. 
Findings from this study will also help to verify the first two hypothesis of the thesis:
• H1: Physical characteristics of places provide cues that enable individuals
to infer a) significant social attributes of such places and b) the 
people associated with those places.
• H2: People are the most salient factors when assessing safety.
Following sections describe the method followed and results obtained in this study. 
A concluding summary is presented at the end of this chapter.
6.2 Method
6.2.1 Sample
Participants from a British University voluntarily took part in the study though 
Psychology students were offered course credits for their participation. No 
restrictions were considered for participants although the same proportion of female 
and male participants, and British and non-British nationalities, was selected; they 
had to be at least 18 years old.
As discussed in the literature review, research findings suggest that gender, age 
and nationality, seem to be more consistent in their effect on perceptions of 
disorder, risk and safety. Only adults were considered as younger individuals may 
not have experience with the situations investigated in this study. Even though 
“occupation” was not originally considered as a sampling criterion, it was included in 
the results as it was found that the proportion of students and employees that took 
part in the study was rather similar.
Table 6.1 shows socio-demographic details from a sample of 90 participants. It 
shows that there were more women (53%) than men (41%), and that the mean age 
was 31 years old. For a better understanding of the influence that age has in 
perceptions of disorder, it was decided to create three age groups: 23-29 years old 
(56%), 30-39 (26%), and more than 40 years old (18%). In addition, the proportion
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of students and employees was rather similar (48% and 46% respectively), and 52% 
of the participants identified themselves as British. Finally, six percent (5) did not 
specify their demographic details.
Table 6.1 Demographic details of participants in the study
n % n %
Sex
Female 48 53%
Age
23-29 47 56%
Male 37 41% 30-39 22 26%
40+ 15 18%
Nationality
British 47 52% Mean age (range)
Other 38 42% 31 (23 - 62)
Occupation
Student 
In employment
43
41
48%
46%
6.2.2 Measures
Following research findings from the literature n the field and those obtained in 
Study One, the questionnaire used in this study measured seven dimensions of 
physical disorder (see Table 6.2). Even though m ain tenance , p h y s ic a l inc iv ilities , 
a n d  ligh ting , have been traditionally considered as the most relevant, there are 
some authors that assert that type  o f  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  w ealth , leg ib ility , loca tion , 
se aso n  o f  the  year, a n d  p re se n ce  o f  g re e n e ry  also account for perceived safety; 
however these have been less investigated than the former.
M a in ten an ce  a n d  p h y s ic a l in c iv ilit ie s  measure the overall physical conditions of the 
place; although physical incivilities contains more specific attributes of the place, 
such as broken windows, graffiti and vacant houses. Eighteen items measuring 
good and bad maintenance and physical incivilities were included in the 
questionnaire.
L ig h tin g  was measured in its more traditional form, day or night time (two items), 
and sufficient or insufficient street lighting (two items). In addition, season of the 
year (four items) was included as an indirect way of exploring natural lighting.
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Table 6.2. Physical attributes measured by the questionnaire used in Study Two.
Dimensions Safe items Unsafe items
Maintenance Well maintained streets 
Well kept houses 
Clean housing facades 
Well maintained vehicles
Run down streets 
Run down houses 
Dirty housing facades 
Abandoned vehicles
Physical incivilities Clean streets 
No graffiti
Quiet neighbourhoods 
Houses with no windows broken 
Occupied housing
Litter on the streets 
Graffiti
Noisy neighbourhood 
Houses with broken windows 
Vacant houses
Type of 
neighbourhood
Detached houses 
Semi-detached houses 
Streets with houses only 
Affluent housing 
Private housing
Terraced houses
Streets with flats
Streets with houses and shops
Deprived housing
Council housing
Wealth Affluent housing 
Private housing
Deprived housing 
Council housing
Lighting Day time
Enough street lighting
Spring
Summer
Night time
Insufficient street lighting
Autumn
Winter
Legibility Clear, well organised layout 
Wide streets
Houses without fences around them
Confusing layout 
Narrow streets
Houses with fences around houses
Location Rural
Low traffic roads
Urban
Busy (vehicular) roads
Green foliage Abundant green foliage 
Pruned bushes and trees
Lack of green foliage 
Not pruned bushes and trees
Following results from Study One and other research findings, type of 
neighbourhood was considered in the questionnaire because it proves to be useful 
to infer other relevant social attributes of the place and people living there, such as 
wealth, status, and even age and occupation. Therefore, 10 items differentiating 
between type of houses (detached, semidetached or terraced houses, flats), 
residential only or mixed neighbourhoods (e.g. houses and shops), were included.
Wealth was measured by four items investigating how much having private or 
council housing, and affluent or deprived housing, contribute to participants’ safe or 
unsafe feelings.
Legibility was considered in this study as it provides control and certainty to people 
by giving a general map and clear understanding of the place, where main roads 
and escape routes are identified. In the same way, the presence of barriers such as 
fences may affect how legible a place is. Six items measuring open prospect and 
layout were also included.
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Location of the neighbourhood (urban, rural) and amount and conditions of green 
foliage were included in this study to determine the extent such attributes have an 
effect on people’s perceptions of safety (8 items). Table 6.2 shows dimensions and 
items developed to measure each one of them.
6.2.3 The Questionnaire
Overall, the questionnaire consisted of 50 items, 25 physical attributes that 
characterise safe places and that are commonly associated to ordered 
neighbourhoods (safe-items), and 25 physical attributes that represent the opposite 
item of the former and that depict an unsafe neighbourhood (unsafe items). For 
instance, sufficient street lighting (safe item) has its opposite, insufficient street 
lighting (unsafe item). Such an array would help to determine whether safe and 
unsafe items are indeed opposites or if there are some attributes commonly 
associated to unsafe places that also account, to some extent, for safety, and 
conversely.
The front page of the questionnaire contained the purpose of the study and general 
instructions on how to complete it and where to return it. It had three main sections: 
Section I and II were similar in content but different in that section I asked 
participants about how much the presence of each physical attribute (50 items in 
total) would contribute to them feeling safe; and section II asked the same but for 
feeling unsafe. Participants rated each attribute on a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 
meaning “not at all” and 5 “very much”. ■
Once participants rated each attribute, they had to select the 10 most important (out 
of 50) that in combination contributed to them feeling safe (section I) or unsafe 
(section II), and rank them from the most to the least. At the end of each section, 
participants explained why they selected such attributes. General details from 
participants such as age, gender and occupation were sought in section III (the full 
questionnaire can be found at Appendix III).
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6.2.4 Procedure
The questionnaire was either personally handed or sent by email to participants. 
The researcher visited different areas from the University asking people to complete 
the questionnaire. In most cases one person received several copies and distributed 
them to other colleagues or students in their office. Participants were informed that 
their personal data and answers would be kept anonymous and confidential and 
processed for research purposes only, and that they may withdraw from the study 
should they want to. In addition, full results were also available for those interested.
A total of 56 questionnaires (out from 80) were recovered from participants either in 
person or by the internal mail, making a response rate of 70%. Undergraduate, 
Master and PhD students were also sent the questionnaire by email using mailing 
lists available at the University; only 36 were returned by this mean. Because 
mailing lists produced by the University were used to send emails to students from 
different Faculties (Human Sciences, Engineering and Biomedical Sciences), it was 
not possible to calculate the response rate for these questionnaires.
6.2.5 Analytic procedure
Quantitative data were entered and analysed using SPSS. All items used a 5 point 
Likert scale and were analysed in accordance with the following criteria: attributes 
with a mean score < 2.5 were interpreted as that they did not contribute to 
participants feeling safe or unsafe; mean scores from 2.6 to 3.4, were considered as 
participants were not sure about them; and mean scores >_3.5 indicated that the 
attribute was salient to either feel safe or unsafe. Descriptive and bivariate analyses 
were performed on these data.
Responses to the open question “why you chose those 10 physical attributes as the 
most important for you feeling safe” (or unsafe in section two), were content 
analysed to identify general concepts that could explain why they chose those 
attributes. Answers were carefully read in order to produce initial notes.
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A second analysis was done to identify key concepts that characterised answers 
given. Each response was red again and assigned to the different concepts 
emerged. This procedure was repeated for each participant and for both sections.
For instance, participant 1 said: "There is usually less crime in richer areas and less 
people means less crime as well. I feel safer when it isn’t dark”. Undoubtedly, 
sufficient lighting and affluent areas are important for her feeling safe because she 
thinks there are less people and less crime in such places. Thus, her response was 
inputted into three different concepts: ‘sufficient lighting’, ‘affluent place’, and ‘less or 
no crime’.
Her reference to “less peop/e"was not considered in the analysis as only few people 
mentioned it. Regarding physical attributes that make people feel unsafe (section 
two), same participant said: “There is more crime in poor areas. I don’t feel safe in 
areas where there are (drunk) people just hanging about. I don’t feel particularly 
safe in the dark”. In this case she also referred to people’s behaviour. Her response 
was registered in four concepts: ‘insufficient lighting’, ‘deprived place’, ‘social 
incivilities’ and ‘more or high crime’.
It is worth mentioning that when participants made reference to two or more physical 
attributes that might be included in the same concept, only the first one was entered. 
That is, responses could be inputted in more than one concept but only once within 
the same concept.
6.3 Results
6.3.1 Physical attributes associated to feeling safe and feeling unsafe
One of the aims of this study was to identify physical attributes that are most salient 
to feel safe or unsafe in residential areas, and whether safe and unsafe attributes 
are in reality opposite sides of the same continuum. Findings from this study show 
that attributes related with well overall maintenance and physical civilities 
(considering houses, streets and vehicles), sufficient lighting (street lighting and day
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time), a clear layout, and affluence, are salient attributes for people feeling safe in 
residential areas. Quiet neighbourhoods, no broken windows and no graffiti, three 
attributes that are commonly associated to physical civilities, seem to be relevant 
but to a lesser extent (Table 6.3).
71% (64) of the overall sample provided a clear answer about the reasons for 
choosing such attributes as the most relevant for them feeling safe. They explained 
that crime is less likely to occur in places that are affluent, well kept, well lit and with 
a clear layout, because careful people with sense of community live there (Table 
6.4).
Looking at mean scores and standard deviations from Table 6.3 (means between
2.4 and 3.5, and standard deviations greater to 1), it seems that participants are not 
quite sure about how much 17 attributes contribute to them feeling safe, and, as a 
consequence, show more variation in their responses. Most of these attributes have 
been traditionally associated with safe neighbourhoods (except for busy roads, 
fences around houses, urban and terraced houses) and refer to type of 
neighbourhood, legibility, season of the year, location and amount of green foliage.
It is worth noting that all attributes that were identified as not contributing to 
participants feeling safe are traditionally associated with unsafe places and those at 
the bottom were, in fact, salient for feeling unsafe. Participants show more 
agreement in their responses to these attributes than with the “unsure” attributes.
On the other hand, it seems that run-down and deprived places (considering houses 
and streets), with insufficient street lighting (natural and artificial), broken windows, 
graffiti, abandoned houses and cars, are all significant attributes that contribute the 
most to people feeling unsafe. Dirty facades and litter on the streets also contribute 
but in a moderate way (Table 6.3).
Participants in this study explained that deprived and unkempt places with physical 
incivilities and rundown houses and streets, make evident that people living there do 
not care and that social incivilities (e.g. people hanging around, drugs and 
alcoholism), violence and crime are more likely to occur in such dangerous places 
(Table 6.4).
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Table 6.3. Means and standard deviations for safe and unsafe items in descending order
FEELING SA FE FEELING UNSAFE
Item Mean Std Item Mean Std
1. Sufficient street lighting 4.44 .706 Insufficient St lighting 4.49 .697
2. Day time 4.15 .810 Broken windows 4.36 .682
3. Well kept houses 4.01 .669 Abandoned vehicles 4.13 .724
4. Well maintained streets 3.98 .707 Deprived housing 4.02 .879
5. Clean streets 3.79 .776 Night time 3.97 1.123
6. Clear, well organised layout 3.78 .858 Run down houses 3.87 .950
7. Clean housing facades 3.72 .821 Run down streets 3.87 .894
8. Affluent housing 3.65 1.056 Vacant houses 3.74 .873
9. Occupied housing 3.63 .880 Graffiti 3.72 1.093
10. Well maintained vehicles 3.62 .860 Dirty housing facades 3.64 .927
11. No broken windows 3.56 .925 Litter 3.56 .993
12. No graffiti 3.54 .905 Narrow streets 3.37 1.097
13. Quiet neighbourhood 3.52 .927 Noisy neighbourhood 3.30 .949
14. Wide streets 3.42 1.027 Council housing 3.25 1.151
15. Private housing 3.40 .884 Confusing layout 3.22 1.009
16. Street with houses and shops 3.28 1.039 Not pruned vegetation 2.88 1.106
17. Pruned vegetation 3.27 .909 Winter 2.67 1.241
18. Summer 3.15 1.221 Lack of green foliage 2.67 1.095
19. Detached houses 3.03 1.098 Urban 2.63 .998
20. Low traffic roads 3.02 1.049 Streets with flats 2.61 .996
21. Busy (vehicular) roads 2.99 1.033 Busy (vehicular) roads 2.57 1.192
22. Spring 2.99 1.086 Terraced houses 2.46 1.001
23. Streets with houses only 2.99 .930 Semidetached houses 2.36 1.000
24. Rural 2.99 1.033 Rural 2.28 1.066
25. Fences around houses 2.96 1.127 No fences around houses 2.25 1.141
26. Abundant green foliage 2.84 1.090 Abundant green foliage 2.24 1.178
27. Urban 2.84 .869 Fences around houses 2.22 .974
28. No fences around houses 2.74 .978 Streets with houses only 2.21 .959
29. Semidetached houses 2.72 .821 Low traffic roads 2.16 .976
30. Terraced houses 2.68 .824 Autumn 2.11 .910
31. Streets with flats 2.49 .884 Detached houses 2.10 1.152
32. Autumn 2.43 1.081 St with houses and shops 2.03 .982
33. Winter 2.32 .958 Occupied housing 2.00 .858
34. Not pruned vegetation 2.28 .924 Quiet neighbourhoods 1.99 1.034
35. Council housing 2.27 .958 Private housing 1.96 .916
36. Lack of green foliage 2.23 .835 Wide streets 1.86 .860
37. Confusing layout 2.17 .757 Spring 1.80 .873
38. Noisy neighbourhood 2.16 .733 Affluent housing 1.78 1.022
39. Narrow streets 1.98 .783 Pruned vegetation 1.76 .897
40. Litter on the streets 1.94 .774 Summer 1.71 .848
41. Dirty housing facades 1.93 .654 Well maintained vehicles 1.65 .728
42. Graffiti 1.84 1.048 No graffiti 1.60 .766
43. Vacant houses 1.82 .806 Well kept houses 1.58 .723
44. Run down streets 1.78 .794 Clear, organised layout 1.56 .797
45. Night time 1.73 .684 No broken windows 1.55 .739
46. Run down houses 1.71 .726 Day time 1.55 .801
47. Deprived housing 1.63 .710 Clean housing facades 1.54 .696
48. Insufficient street lighting 1.51 .693 Clean streets 1.52 .758
49. Abandoned vehicles 1.43 .542 Well maintained streets 1.40 .558
50. Broken windows 1.22 .471 Sufficient street lighting 1.32 .581
I 1 Salient attributes (m>3.5) I 1 Not sure (m 2.6-3.4) I 1 Do not contribute (m <2.05)
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Following the same criteria as for the safe items, it seems that there are 10 
attributes commonly associated with unsafe places to which participants do not 
know how much they contribute to them feeling unsafe; these are related to type of 
neighbourhood, legibility, season of the year (winter), location, and green foliage.
Most of the attributes that definitely do not contribute to participants feeling unsafe 
(mean score < 2.4) are traditionally associated with safe places, although there are 
four that could be more associated to unsafe places (terraced houses, fences 
around houses, autumn, houses and shops).
Table 6.4. Reasons given for choosing the most relevant physical attributes for either 
feeling safe or unsafe in residential areas (N=90).
Concepts
FEELING SAFE (n
Reasons given
=64)’
% (freq)
FEELING UNSAFE (n=
Reasons given
43)'
%(freq)
People related*
Sense of community 73 (47) People do not care 39 (17)
People care 27 (17) Social incivilities 35 (15)
No sense of community .......7.(3).
Lack of pride 5(2)
Consequence related*
Less crime 22 (14) More crime 51 (22)
Less danger 14(9) Dangers 26 (11)
No troubles Violence 1.6 (7)
Unsafe place 7(3)
1 Only 71% (64) gave an answer on these terms.
2 Only 48% (43) gave an answer on these terms.
* Participants could be counted in more than one concept but not more than once within the same concept.
In most cases, attributes that were rated as salient for feeling safe appeared at the 
very bottom of the ratings for feeling unsafe, and conversely (Table 6.3). For 
instance, sufficient street lighting (mean=4.44; std=.706), represents the attribute 
that contributed the most to feel safe in a residential area, but it was rated lowest for 
feeling unsafe (mean=1.32, std=.581). That is, an attribute that is considered as 
most salient for feeling safe it is not relevant for feeling unsafe. This finding might 
indicate that they are opposite exclusive sides of the same continuum.
There are other features however that seem not to be related to unsafe feelings 
such as wide streets, private housing, houses and shops, pruned vegetation, 
summer, detached houses, low traffic roads, and spring, although it is not clear how 
much they contribute to feeling safe (mean score from 3 to 3.4). In the same way, 
narrow streets, noisy neighbours, council housing, and confusing layout, are
136
Marcela Acuna Rivera CHAPTER SIX. STUDY TWO
definitely not related with safe places, but their contribution to feeling unsafe is not 
clear too (Table 6.3).
It is worth mentioning that participants seem to have a more consensual view for the 
salient attributes than for the others, and this is more marked when they rate the 
attributes in terms of the contribution to them feeling safe than when feeling unsafe.
Overall, it seems that physical attributes related to maintenance, physical incivilities, 
lighting, and wealth, are relevant for either feeling safe or unsafe in residential 
neighbourhoods. Features measuring legibility did not seem to work very well, as 
only “a clear layout” appeared to be relevant for feeling safe. In addition, it is not 
clear the role that type of neighbourhood, location, season of the year and green 
foliage, play in perceived safety.
Finally, reasons given to choose certain attributes that contribute the most to either 
feeling safe or unsafe in residential areas make evident that the physical 
environment provide cues to infer the level of danger and the type of people living in 
those places.
6.3.2 Comparing physical attributes associated to safe and unsafe feelings
The previous results show that attributes related to maintenance, lighting and 
wealth, are the most salient attributes for feeling safe or unsafe in residential 
neighbourhoods. There are other attributes whose contribution to feel safe or unsafe 
is still ambiguous. It was also concluded that salient safe and unsafe attributes are 
opposite sides (or extremes) of the same dimension.
Additionally, it seems that despite the fact that each safe item has its opposite 
unsafe item, some physical attributes are more important for feeling safe than for 
feeling unsafe. For instance, despite lighting, maintenance of houses and streets, 
and wealth are all salient attributes for either feeling safe or unsafe, they are ranked 
in different order. Whereas sufficient lighting, day time and well kept houses were 
ranked first, second and third for feeling safe, respectively, their opposite attributes 
(insufficient lighting, night time and run down houses) were ranked first, fifth and
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sixth for feeling unsafe (Table 6.3). However, it is worth to determine whether such 
differences are statistically significant.
A Spearman-rank correlation was performed in order to determine whether the safe 
side of all physical attributes measured was similarly ranked as their unsafe 
opposite side. Generally speaking, results showed that the safe items were ranked 
in the same way as their opposite -  unsafe - items (r=.826; r2=.68; p<.0001), 
suggesting that physical attributes measured were equally relevant to either feeling 
safe or unsafe. Nonetheless, further analysis to identify which features presented 
such similarities, was necessary.
A series of paired samples t-test were performed between the 25 safe items and the 
25 unsafe -opposite- items in order to confirm the above results and determine 
which attributes were similarly ranked and which were not.
Graph 6.1 depicts mean scores and significant differences found for the 25 safe 
items and their opposite unsafe items. Scores were sorted according to descending 
mean values for feeling safe.
It seems that 11 attributes regarding to street lighting (sufficient-insufficient), time of 
the day (day-night time), overall maintenance of houses and streets (well 
maintained-run down, clean-dirty facades, graffiti), occupied or vacant housing, 
private or council housing, quietness (quiet-noisy), street width (wide-narrow) and 
the presence or absence of green foliage (abundant-lack), did not show significant 
differences between them (p>.05; Table 6.5). Six are within the most salient 
attributes to feeling safe or unsafe in residential areas. This result shows that such 
physical attributes were similarly ranked and that these attributes were equally 
relevant for both feeling safe or unsafe in residential areas.
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On the other hand, 16 safe and unsafe items did show significant differences 
between their means, suggesting that despite the fact they are opposite sides of the 
same attribute some are more relevant for feeling safe than for feeling unsafe (and 
vice versa), and as a consequence, they were ranked in different order (Table 6.5).
These are: time of the day (day-night time), cleanness of streets (clean-dirty), layout 
(clear-confusing), wealth (affluent-deprived), conditions of vehicles (well maintained 
or abandoned), windows (broken- no broken), level of noise in the neighbourhood 
(quiet-noisy), conditions of green foliage (pruned-not pruned), season of the year 
(spring-autumn, summer-winter), traffic (low-busy), type of house (detached- 
terraced, houses only or houses and shops), location (rural-urban) and houses with 
or without fences. Five are within the most salient attributes.
Table 6.5. Results for the Paired samples T-Test comparing the 25 safe and the 25 unsafe items
SAFE ITEMS 
Cronbach's Alpha= .89 mean std
UNSAFE ITEMS 
Cronbach’s Alpha=. 90 mean std t df
Signif 
(1-tailed)
Sufficient street lighting 4.44 .706 Insufficient street lighting 4.49 .697 -.542 85 294
Day time 4.15 810 Night time 3.97 1.12 1.720 86 .044
Well kept houses 4.01 .669 Run down houses 3.87 .950 1.055 84 .147
Well maintained streets 3.98 .707 Run down streets 3.87 894 1.074 87 .143
Clean streets* 3.79 .776 Litter on the streets 356 .993 2.202 86 .015
Clear, well organised 
layout***
3.78 .858 Confusing layout 3.22 1.00 4.921 88 .000
Clean housing facades 3.72 .821 Dirty housing facades 3.64 927 .540 86 .295
Affluent housing** 3.65 1.05 Deprived housing 4.02 879 -2.745 87 .003
Occupied housing 3.63 880 Vacant houses 3.74 873 -.897 88 .186
Well maintained 
vehicles***
3.62 .860 Abandoned vehicles 4.13 .724 -5.067 87 .000
No windows broken*** 3.56 .925 Broken windows 4.36 .682 -7.290 86 .000
No graffiti 3.54 .906 Graffiti 3.72 1.09 -1.423 86 079
Quiet neighbourhoods 3.52 927 Noisy neighbourhoods 3.30 .949 1.690 87 .047
Wide streets 3.42 1.02 Narrow streets 3.37 1.09 .540 87 .295
Private housing 3.40 .884 Council housing 3.25 1.15 1.329 88 .093
Pruned bushes and 
trees**
3.27 .909 Not pruned bushes and 
trees
288 1.10 3.073 88 .001
Summer*** 3.15 1.22 Autumn 2.11 .910 8.651 87 .000
Detached houses*** 3.03 1 09 Terraced houses 2.46 1.00 4.726 86 .000
Low traffic roads*** 3.02 1.04 Busy (vehicular) roads 2.57 1.19 3.696 87 .000
Streets with houses 
only***
2.99 .930 Streets with houses and 
shops
2.03 982 7.854 88 .000
Rural** 2.99 1.03 Urban 2.63 998 2.808 87 .003
Sp ring " 2.99 1.08 Winter 2.67 1.24 2.796 88 .003
Abundant green foliage 2.84 1.09 Lack of green foliage 2.67 1.09 1.326 88 .194
Houses without fences 
around them***
2.74 .978 Fences around houses 2.22 .974 4.397 88 .000
Semidetached houses* 2.72 .821 Terraced houses 2.46 1.00 2.190 88 .015
* p<.05; ”  p<.01; ***p<.001 Adjustment used for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni.
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It seems that some salient attributes are equally relevant for both feeling safe and 
unsafe in residential neighbourhoods. Nonetheless, clean streets and a clear layout 
are two physical attributes that might be a necessary condition to feel safe, whereas 
finding dirty streets and a confusing layout are not as relevant as finding deprivation, 
broken windows and abandoned vehicles to feeling unsafe.
Even though there are nine more attributes to which significant differences were 
found, their contribution to either feeling safe or unsafe is not clear yet and needs to 
be re-examined, therefore their ranking is not analysed.
Overall, it was found that salient attributes related to maintenance, lighting, and 
physical incivilities, were given the same ranking, suggesting that they are equally 
relevant for both feeling safe or unsafe in residential areas; whereas attributes 
related to cleanness of streets, layout, wealth, conditions of vehicles, windows, 
conditions of green foliage, season of the year, traffic, type of house and location 
were given different ranking which imply a different level of contribution to feeling 
safe or unsafe as described above.
6.3.3 Investigating latent constructs
It was decided to perform a series of exploratory factor analysis on both safe and 
unsafe items in order to identify possible latent constructs that could gather all 
variables into comprehensive dimensions. The intercorrelation between all variables 
was also revised, and variables that did not correlate (r<.30) or correlated too high 
(r>.9) with other variables were deleted from the analysis.
Sample adequacy was measured by means of the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) 
measure. This statistic suggests that a value close to 0 indicates that patterns of 
correlations are diffuse and hence factor analysis is not appropriate for this data; a 
value close to 1 indicates that patterns of correlations are relatively compact and 
therefore factor analysis is more reliable (Field, 2005; p. 640). Recommended 
values are: from .5 to .69 are mediocre, from .7 to .8 are good, .8 to .9 are great, 
and values above .9 are superb (Field, 2005). If values are below .5, more data 
should be collected or variables to be included should be reconsidered. The KMO 
values for this sample were good (.7 for the safe items and .8 for the unsafe items). 
Thus, conducting a factor analysis in a sample of 90 cases was adequate for this 
study.
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Principal components extraction with varimax rotation through SPSS was used to 
estimate factors on the 24 items associated with safe neighbourhoods from a 
sample of 90 people. Item 50 (houses without fences around them) was deleted 
because of its low correlation with other variables. The scree plot suggested 2, 3 
and 4 factors to be extracted (Figure 6.2); however, after performing a second order 
factor analysis to extract 2, 3 and 4 factors, the latter solution proved to be more 
coherent. Internal consistency of all factors extracted was tested using Cronbach’s 
Alpha (p<.05).
S c re e  P lot
Figure 6.2
Scree plot produced by the first factor 
analysis performed on the 24 items 
associated with safe feelings
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Four factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were extracted. 23 items with structural 
coefficients greater to .40 were included as part of the factors1 (the item quiet 
neighbourhoods did not load in any factor). The proportion of variance accounted for 
by the four factors was 57%, however, Factor I was the most important as it 
contributed with 35% of the total variance explained. Even though all factors were 
reliable, Factor IV had the lowest reliability coefficient but still acceptable (Table 
6 .6 ).
The first factor, physical order, refers to attributes that are directly observed from the 
neighbourhood and not only includes the evaluation of houses but streets and 
vehicles. It seems that having a clear layout and sufficient street lighting also 
contributes to this perception of the place.
1 Items that loaded high in more than one factor (structural coefficient >.4) were content analysed and 
included in the factor where it fitted best.
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The second factor, wealth, includes type of housing that is commonly associated to 
affluent and private housing. The third factor, legibility, makes people feel safer 
because it refers to conditions that allow people to have more natural lighting and 
visibility in the neighbourhood, as occurs during spring and summer where day time 
(and natural lighting) lasts longer. Having wide streets and low traffic also offers this 
possibility to people.
Finally, The fourth factor, green areas, includes attributes that are associated with 
neighbourhoods located out of town or cities, maybe in rural areas or in villages, but 
where abundant green foliage are a key characteristic.
A series of independent T-tests were performed on the four factors in order to 
identify significant differences between gender, citizenship, and occupation; except 
for age, where an independent one-way ANOVA was used. Few significant 
differences were found.
Results show that women (m=3.32, std=,64) thought that wealth is more important 
to feel safe than men (m=2.97, std=.67; t(80)=2.344; p<.05); and, non-British 
citizens (m=4.02, std=.40) thought more that finding an ordered place contributes to 
feel safe than British citizens (m=3.67, std=.52; t(77)=-3.273, p<.01).
Similarly, it seems that finding ordered places was more important for participants 
between 30-39 years old (m=4.09, std=.43) than for those between 23-29 years old 
(m=3.75, std=.47; F(2)=3.306, p<.05;). Participants with an age of 40+ (m=3.76, 
std=.50) seemed to show no significant differences with the other two groups 
(Bonferroni adjustment p<.05). No significant differences by occupation were found.
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Table 6.6. Results from the principal components analysis performed on the 24 items associated with SAFE 
FEELINGS
FACTORS
ITEMS Communalities I. ORDER
Cronbach's 
Alpha* .87
II. WEALTH
Cronbach's 
Alpha* .75
III. LEGIBILITY
Cronbach's 
Alpha* .78
IV. GREEN AREAS
Cronbach's 
Alpha* .66
Well maintained vehicles .766 .774 .341 .134 .179
Clean streets .492 .679 .006 .155 .078
Well kept houses .555 .676 .128 .240 .156
Well kept streets .503 .675 .024 .211 .058
No broken windows .507 .641 .167 .212 .155
No graffiti .634 .625 .457 .080 .166
Clean facades 613 .600 342 353 .107
Occupied housing 393 .535 .287 -.112 -.112
Suff street lighting .562 .520 -.086 367 -.388
Quiet neighbourhoods .349 386 .198 .230 328
Affluent housing .608 .159 .757 -.084 -.055
Detached houses .642 .210 .743 .170 .134
Semidetached houses .455 -.054 .553 .309 .225
Private housing .569 .431 .531 .220 .231
Houses only .489 .261 .495 .343 .239
Clear layout .531 .415 .433 .396 .117
Wide streets .616 .287 .039 .725 .078
Low traffic roads .772 .256 .043 .714 .441
Spring .737 .173 461 .703 .005
Summer .734 .123 .505 .662 -.162
Rural .519 -.009 .160 .214 .669
Abundant green foliage .441 .300 -.015 -.103 .583
Pruned vegetation .525 .347 .265 .102 .569
Day time .613 .300 .085 .505 -.511
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
Items associated with unsafe feelings
Principal components extraction with varimax rotation through SPSS was used to 
estimate factors on the 25 items associated with unsafe neighbourhoods from a 
sample of 90 people. The scree plot also suggested 4 factors to be extracted (Figure 
6.3). A second factor analysis was performed to estimate four factors. Internal 
consistency of all factors extracted was tested using Cronbach’s Alpha (p<05).
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Scree  Plot
Figure 6.3
Scree plot produced by the first factor 
analysis performed on the 24 items 
associated with unsafe feelings.
Component Number
Four factors with eigen values greater to 1 were extracted. The proportion of 
variance accounted for by the four factors was 55%. All 25 items with structural 
coefficients greater to .40 were included as part of the final solution. Nevertheless, 
Factor I was the most important as it contributed with 31% of the total variance 
explained. Even though all factors were reliable, Factor IV had the lowest reliability 
coefficient but still acceptable (see Table 6.7).
The first factor, physical disorder, includes physical attributes that are commonly 
associated with unsafe places, where physical and social incivilities are present, 
such as graffiti, run-down areas and dirtiness. The second factor, mixed places in 
urban areas, includes type of housing that is associated to urban neighbourhoods in 
busy and noisy roads where there are few or no vegetation.
The third factor, lack of legibility, makes people feel unsafe because of natural and 
built barriers present in the neighbourhood such as fences and un-pruned 
vegetation. Because of its relevance, the fourth factor, insufficient lighting, remained 
in the analysis despite it only includes two variables but with a moderate reliability 
coefficient.
A series of independent T-tests were performed on the four factors in order to 
identify significant differences between groups, except for age, where an 
independent one-way ANOVA was used.
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Only one significant difference by gender was found, where women (m=4.46, 
std=.55) more than men (3.85, std=.87) thought that the lack of visibility is important 
for them feeling unsafe (t(80)= 3.887, p<.05). No other significant differences 
between groups were found.
Table 6.7. Results from the principal components analysis performed on the 24 items associated with
UNSAFE FEELINGS.
FACTORS
ITEMS Communalities 1.
DISORDER
Cronbach's 
Alpha= .85
II.
MIXED URBAN 
PLACES
Cronbach's 
Alpha= .87
III.
NO LEGIBILITY
Cronbach's 
Alpha- .73
IV.
INSUFF ICIENT 
LIGHTING
Cronbach's 
Alpha= .60
Run down houses 652 .756 .223 -.099 .147
Run down streets .572 .713 .092 -.040 .230
Graffiti .481 .672 004 .151 -.081
Deprived housing .655 .629 .145 .060 .485
Broken windows .492 .624 -.019 .317 .044
Abandoned vehicles .422 .605 .068 .145 .171
Dirty facades 547 .601 .393 .056 167
Vacant houses .417 .591 .145 .153 .155
Litter .494 .555 .368 .135 -.179
Noisy neighbours .633 .224 .759 .077 .031 .
Busy roads .584 .091 .740 .002 .165
Urban 617 -.154 .704 .296 .098
Lack of vegetation 612 .392 .618 .170 -.217
Houses and shops .531 .103 .604 .388 -.070
Confusing layout .597 .362 .484 .264 .402
Council housing .361 .393 .421 .101 -.137
winter .605 .083 .081 .760 .120
Autumn .615 -.060 .046 .742 .243
Not pruned vegetation .557 .249 .253 .646 -.119
Fences around houses .359 .060 .116 .585 .006
Terraced houses .663 .299 .491 .571 -081
Streets with flats .623 .259 .504 .545 -.066
Narrow streets .405 .291 .190 .416 .333
Night time .603 .139 061 .168 .743
Insufficient street lighting .571 .134 -.114 -.029 .734
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
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6.4 Summary
Study two aimed to identify physical attributes that were most salient for people 
feeling safe or unsafe in residential neighbourhoods. In short, results from this study 
highlighted the relevance of three general physical attributes that contribute the 
most to either feeling safe or unsafe: Signs of decay (broken windows, graffiti, litter) 
and overall maintenance of houses, streets, and cars; natural and artificial lighting; 
noise, clear layout and perceived wealth (deprivation and affluence). Contrary to 
what scholars in the field of fear crime assert, findings from this study showed that 
graffiti, noise, and litter, where not as important as lighting and deprivation.
Results also showed that most of the above attributes were not equally ranked when 
their relevance was evaluated. For instance, clean streets and a clear layout are two 
physical attributes that influence safe feelings, whereas finding dirty streets and a 
confusing layout are not as relevant as finding deprivation, broken windows and 
abandoned vehicles to feeling unsafe. This means that modifying certain physical 
attributes associated with unsafe feelings will not necessarily elicit the opposite 
perception, as there are other attributes that if uncared will lessen the effect of 
modifications done.
The effect that legibility (wide-narrow streets, layout, fences around houses) has in 
perceptions of safety was partially confirmed in this study since it was considered as 
relevant attribute for feeling safe but not that much for feeling unsafe where other 
attributes matter more such as signs of deprivation and insufficient lighting. A 
possible explanation for this result might be that the use of photographs in the first 
study provided more details from real places than they can imagine or recall when 
completing the questionnaire. It will prove interesting to investigate whether such 
effect exists.
A major implication of these results is that despite lighting and conditions of houses 
and streets did matter to feeling safe, there are other physical attributes that if 
present will contribute to either heighten or lessen safety in those areas. Hence, it 
cannot be assumed that because a specific physical attribute contribute to feel 
unsafe, changing it will elicit a safe feeling. It is rather the combination of various 
characteristics which is important, including the social attributions people make 
about places.
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According to participants, the physical characteristics inform them about how careful 
and friendly residents might be, and the extent social incivilities and crime may 
occur in such places. Similar to results from Study One, it seems that what matter 
the most is people in places and the physical environment provides cues about 
people, their behaviour, and the possibility of facing threatening events.
To conclude, it can be argued that, as it was hypothesised, physical disorder is a 
complex and wider dimension that not only includes incivilities but other even more 
important attributes such as overall conditions of streets and vehicles in the area. It 
is the interaction between all these components and social attributions made which 
evoke safe or unsafe feelings. In addition, it is not clear the role that type of 
neighbourhood, location, green foliage, and season of the year, have in perceptions 
of safety. Investigating their contribution in perceptions of disorder will be important.
Finally, only few significant differences by gender, age, and citizenship were found; 
therefore, results from this study do not support others’ findings reported in the 
literature.
Findings from these two preliminary studies have been essential to devise the 
stimulus materials for the next study where the mediation role of risk perception is 
tested. Identified salient physical attributes were manipulated in a photograph taken 
from a real place, in order to create three places with different levels of physical 
disorder, risk, and safety. Next chapter will describe the method and partial results 
from Study Three.
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C r e a t in g  t h r e e  p l a c e s  w it h  d if f e r e n t  l e v e l s
OF DISORDER, RISK AND SAFETY
7.1 Introduction
Results from Study One stressed the relevance that physical attributes in the 
residential area have in providing cues that enable people to infer social attributes 
about the place and people associated with those areas. Such inferential process 
enabled individuals to anticipate the possibility of victimization. Findings from Study 
Two showed that overall maintenance and signs of decay, natural and artificial 
lighting, and perceived wealth, were salient physical attributes that contributed the 
most to people’s perceptions of safety. Results also suggested that modifying 
certain physical attributes associated with unsafe feelings will not necessarily elicit 
the opposite perception, as there are other attributes that if uncared will lessen the 
effect of modifications done.
A major implication of these results is that despite there are certain physical 
attributes that did matter to feeling safe, it is rather the combination of various 
physical and social characteristics which is important. Thus, the notion of disorder 
should be re-examined as it seems to be a wider and complex concept that not only 
involves incivilities but other physical and social attributes of places and people 
associated with those places, including the perceiver’s own characteristics.
The findings of the two previous studies combined with the theoretical perspectives 
earlier discussed facilitated the development of three photographs depicting places 
with three different levels of physical disorder. This chapter looks at significant 
differences in participants’ perceptions of the three places and between participants 
in terms of their demographic characteristics. It describes the method and compares 
the places created in terms of their level of perceived disorder, risk and safety. This 
chapter is split into seven sections:
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Section 7.2 Method, which describes the sample of Study Three, materials, 
dimensions measured, and the analytical procedure followed.
Section 7.3 Results: Dimensions construction and the order effect. This section 
describes the internal consistency of dimensions measured and the 
effect of counterbalancing the order of presentation of the three places 
evaluated.
Section 7.4 Results: A qualitative analysis.
Section 7.5 Results: Comparing the three places in terms of their level of disorder 
and safety.
Section 7.6 Results: Comparing the three places in terms of their level of risk.
Section 7.7 Results: Factors involved in the acceptability of risks.
Section 7.8 A concluding summary integrating findings available up to this point is 
presented at the end of the chapter.
Findings from this chapter will help to verify two hypotheses of this thesis:
• H5: Voluntariness, salience of the event and estimated costs and benefits
influence the acceptability of risks.
• H6: Age, gender, victimisation experience, citizenship, perceived
similarity, and likeability, significantly influence perceptions of 
disorder, risk, and safety.
7.2 Method
7.2.1 Sample
Female and male students from a British University being at least 18 years old, were 
asked to take part in the study. Only British participants were included in the sample 
because they had to evaluate British residential areas, and cultural differences were 
not being investigated. Using mailing lists, students from different Schools were sent 
an email asking for their voluntary participation. The aim and length of the study and 
inclusion criteria were explained in the email. Participants were also informed about 
the possibility of being paid for their participation. Once participants replied, a 
suitable day and time was arranged for them to complete the questionnaire.
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A final sample of 120 British students was used for analysis in this study1. There 
were more women (56.7%) than men (43.3%), and most of them were between 18 
and 25 years old (78.4%); and they were mainly undergraduate students (61.7%). 
Even though most of the participants were doing Psychology (34.2%), there were 
students from other areas such as Engineering or Physics (26.7%), Biomedical 
Sciences (17.5%) and Arts (10.8%) (Table 7.1).
Table 7.1. Demographic characteristics of participants in the study.
VARIABLE T ' G rOupss t / : ' : . ■: : ,% (n )  ,
Age 18 -21 43.3 (52)
2 2 -2 5 35.1 (42)
26 -30 21.6 (26)
Gender Female 56.7 (68)
Male 43.3 (52)
Area of study Psychology 34.2(41)
Engineering/Physics/Maths 26.7 (32)
Biomedics 17.5(21)
Culture and Arts 10.8 (13)
Other 10.8 (13)
Level of 
studies
Undergraduate 61.7(74)
Masters 13.3 (16)
PhD 25 (30)
Offence
experience
Yes ; No 
% (n) i % (n)
Physical/verbal attack 47.5 (57) [  52.5 (63)
Mugged 6.7(8) I 93.3(112)
Robbed 8.3(10) [ 91.7(110)
Burgled 14.2(17) I 85.8(103)
Relatives exp victim* 81.7(98) : 18.3(22)
' Participants also reported if they had heard about their relatives experiencing any of 
the above offences.
Literature in the field has revealed that victimisation experience influences the way 
people react to crime and signs associated to it though results are contradictory. 
Some scholars argue that people who have experienced any sort of victimisation are 
more fearful and unsafe (Brown & Perkins, 2001; Cates, Dian & Schnepf, 2003), 
whereas others assert that this group tend to take more precautions and feel more 
safe as a consequence (Box, Hale, & Andrews, 1988). In order to investigate this, 
participants were also asked about their experience with certain offences associated 
with residential areas. It seems to be that nearly half of the participants in the study
1 124 students took part in the study but four cases were removed from the database as they were 
identified as outliers, leaving 120 cases for final analysis. Two of them only completed half of the 
questionnaire and their responses seemed not to be logical and even contradictory; the other two 
seemed to complete the questionnaire at random and responses were nonsensical.
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have been physically or verbally attacked (47.5%), although most of them (81.7%) 
have heard about their relatives or close friends being victims of any of the offences 
listed in Table 7.1.
7.2.2 Measures 
Personal variables
Only two demographic characteristics were considered in the analysis: gender and 
age (chronological age), and participants’ reported experience of verbal or physical 
attacks, as some scholars have found that these factors contribute to perceiving 
disorder, risk and safety about victimisation (Brown & Perkins, 2001; Cates, Dian, & 
Schnepf, 2003; Franzini, O’Brien, Murray, & O’Campo, 2008).
Physical and social disorder
Physical disorder refers to physical attributes that are directly observed from the 
neighbourhood and that are believed to affect people’s perceptions of safety. It was 
measured through two variables: maintenance (including physical incivilities) and 
legibility.
Social disorder refers to public behaviour and morals in the community and could be 
observed or inferred from the place and people living there. In this study social 
disorder was measured by means of three variables: level of deprivation, sense of 
community, and social incivilities.
Physical and social disorder were evaluated in two ways: with one open-ended item 
asking participants about their initial thoughts about the place they were evaluating 
and with 40 close-ended items related to maintenance, legibility, deprivation, sense 
of community and social incivilities.
Similarity and likeability
Similarity, or the extent participants identify themselves with people living in the 
places, and likeability or the probability that the places evaluated evoked a 
favourable response, involved a more personal evaluation. Six and four items 
measuring similarity and likeability respectively were included in the questionnaire.
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Risk perception
In this study, risk perception was measured through four domains: perceived 
vulnerability, controllability, perceived frequency of occurrence of dangers and 
acceptability of the risk. Twenty-one items evaluating the first three domains were 
included. Acceptability of the risk was measured by using a hypothetical scenario.
Perceived safety
Four items measuring perceived safety were included in the same subscale as risk 
perception.
7.2.3 Place selected for the study
Previous studies have shown that classifying places in terms of their level of 
disorder is in itself a difficult and complex enterprise. What criteria or features of the 
environment can be used to define a place as more disordered than another? 
Hence, using a more standard criterion to select the place to be evaluated was 
needed. The English Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD; Communities and Local 
Government, 2007) was considered a useful tool as it classifies small geographical 
areas in England in terms of their level of deprivation.
The IMD is a composite measure of seven domains which can be measured 
independently and that are said to describe deprivation at the small area level 
through the following: income, employment, health and disability, education, barriers 
to housing and services, the living environment and crime.. Each domain contains a 
number of indicators, totalling 37 overall. The area itself can be considered as 
deprived in terms of the proportion of people experiencing the type of deprivation in 
question. Appendix IV presents a more detailed description of the index.
The IMD uses new geographic units called Super Output Areas and provides scores 
and ranks to locate each ward (8,414 wards in total) and Lower Super Output Areas 
(LSOAs), which are the level of analysis of the IMD in England. According to this 
index, there are 354 districts with 8,414 wards and 32,482 LSOAs in England, and 
scores and ranks for each one of them have been worked out. All districts, wards 
and LOAs can be compared in terms of their multiple deprivations or by domain.
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Choosing a place for this study had two requirements: First, it should not be 
identifiable by participants; therefore, the selected place should not be located near 
the University. Second, the place should allow simple computer modifications in 
order to make it look physically more degraded or improved. Selecting a rather 
deprived area in a nearby district was considered as more convenient because 
computer alterations could be done easier than in a wealthier area.
Using the IMD (2007) one lower super output area was identified as convenient for 
this study: Peten Street (the real name is not given in order to avoid actual place 
identification). Table 7.2 shows multiple deprivation scores and ranks for Peten 
Street and two selected domains, income and crime. A graphical representation of 
its level of deprivation is shown in Figure 7.1.
Table 7.2 Table showing scores of multiple deprivation for the place selected for the study.
LSOA IMD
average1
IMD Rank" Income* Crime* Population
count
Peten Street 39.83 4,657 4,505 3,523 1,470
1 The higher the most deprived.
2 The lower the most deprived. Scores are taken out from 32,482 LSOAs in England.
Data taken from the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD), 2007.
Figure 7.1. Graphical representation of Peten’s Street level of deprivation 
in accordance with the IMD (2007).
Most 
deprived 
LSOA
Peten
Street
Peten Street is located in the second most deprived ward in the Borough and within 
the top 20% most deprived wards in England. It holds the 4,657 rank in overall 
deprivation (out from 32,482) and the rank 4,505 and 3,523 in the income and crime
Least
deprived
LSOA
_ |  32,482
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domains, respectively. That is, Peten is considered as a deprived place where crime 
is rather high.
7.2.4 Materials 
Three photographs
A panoramic view of Peten Street with no people, was taken at daytime (Photograph 
7.2). By manipulating its physical features, two variations of the place using a 
computer design programme were created. Based upon results from preliminary 
studies and research findings, features such as the cleanliness of the streets and 
houses, the conditions of walls and windows, as well as the conditions and number 
of cars and greenery, were manipulated in order to create two additional places:
• Peten Street Degraded (Photograph 7.1), which contains signs of incivilities
and dilapidation, more cars, dirtiness, no pruned vegetation, broken windows 
and graffiti; and,
• Peten Street Improved (Photograph 7.3), which looks better kept, tidier,
cleaner, with fewer cars, newer windows and well shaped green foliage and 
with more green foliage. The aim of such alterations was to explore how 
much participants’ perception of disorder, risk and safety change depending 
on the overall physical disorder of the same place.
The three photographs were printed in colour and were 167 cms width x 20 cms 
height each. Three sets of photographs (with three photos each) were prepared as 
three participants completed the questionnaires at the same time. The final 
photographs presented to participants are shown below (bigger photographs can be 
found in Appendix V).
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P h o t o g r a p h  7.1. P e t e n  S t r e e t  D e g r a d e d .
The actual place has been modified as to create a more degraded and less attractive place. 
It now includes more cars and litter bins, and a police sign has been drawn in the red car in 
front of the picture, which also has a broken w indow and a missing tire. Graffiti, dirt and 
cracks on the walls are now perceptible; broken windows and a skip have been added on 
the right side as to create a more rundown appearance. Unkempt vegetation was also 
included. The overall idea was to create a rundown place were signs of decay and 
abandonment were evident.
P h o t o g r a p h  7.2. P e t e n  S t r e e t  a s  It  Is . This photograph shows the place as it is in reality.
P h o t o g r a p h  7.3. P e t e n  S t r e e t  Im p r o v e d
The actual place was manipulated as to create a beautified and more attractive place. Most 
of the cars were removed from the photo, several windows were replaced by newer ones 
and litter and dirt were removed when possible. Well kept and shaped vegetation was 
added in order to create a more green, private and well cared place.
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The questionnaire
A questionnaire evaluating perceived physical and social disorder, similarity, 
likeability, risk perception, and perceived safety, was devised (Appendix VI). The 
front page described the purpose of the study as well as general instructions to 
complete it. Personal details such as gender, age and experience with certain types 
of offences, were also sought in a separate slip (Appendix VI).
Overall, the questionnaire contained two main sections. Section I presented an open 
question that explored participants’ first thoughts about the place depicted in the 
photograph. It asked participants to write at least 5 words or phrases that best 
expressed what they thought when looking at the photo for the first time.
A hypothetical scenario was then presented to participants in order to evaluate 
people’s acceptability of a specific danger and explore how they face it. The 
scenario provided a specific context where relevant motives, possible dangers, time, 
and costs of being there had to be evaluated. Looking at the place depicted in each 
photograph, participants had to imagine themselves in the situation drawn by the 
scenario and make a decision by choosing the option (out of 5) that best 
represented what they would do if they were in that scenario. The situation and the 
options included were:
Please imagine you have been asked to go for dinner at a close friend ’s house 
(think o f an actual very close friend o f yours) because you have not seen each 
other fo r a long time and you do not know his/her new place. Your friend's house 
is at the end o f the street in the photo. You have the address but do not know  
where the house is. You have also been told that the house is close to a 
dangerous neighbourhood. Looking at the place in the photograph and  
considering that you are going by yourself, please circle the option that best 
describes what you would actually do in these circumstances. Remember that 
there are no correct o r wrong answers, it is your views that count.
a. Take a bus because you were told that it is very cheap and that it w ill leave 
you near your friend ’s house (5 m inutes walk away).
b. Go by car although you cannot park in front o f your friend’s place because 
it is residential use only. However, there is a pay and display car park  
nearby (10 m inutes walk away).
c. Take a taxi that would take you right to your friend’s place and cost about 
£ 15.
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d. Suggest to your friend that you have dinner somewhere else explaining  
that you do not know the place where she/he lives.
e. Decide to catch up on the phone instead.
This scenario aimed to make participants think about a significant event (visiting a 
close friend they have not seen for a long time) but in a probable dangerous 
situation (they do not know their friend’s new place which is located nearby a 
dangerous neighbourhood) in the evening (for having dinner). Options offered 
involve a benefit but also a cost.
Participants could accept the danger by either saving money (a cheap bus versus 
paying a car park) or time (walking distance). Whatever the option they choose they 
should consider something valuable that was implicit in the scenario: keeping them 
or their cars out of danger. Nevertheless, they could also reject the danger and 
decide not to go there and meet somewhere else or speak on the phone instead. 
Once participants choose an option, they were asked to briefly explain why they 
made that decision as a way to identify criteria used.
Finally, participants were asked to rate, on a 7-point Likert scale (1 “not at all” and 7 
“very much”), how significant and familiar the situation and the place were to them, 
as well as the likelihood of them feeling or behaving in a certain manner when 
looking at the photographs. This last part of section I aimed to investigate how much 
at risk (vulnerable and under control) and safe they felt under those circumstances. 
For example, participants were asked how confident they would feel while walking in 
the place in the photo; how much in trouble they would be if they got lost in that 
place; and how able to handle any unexpected problem they felt.
Section II of the questionnaire presented participants with a series of statements 
about physical and social disorder, likeability and perceived similarity. Participants 
had to put the mark (out from 10) that best expressed their opinion, with 1 meaning 
“not at all”, and 10 “very much”. For instance, participants had to evaluate the extent 
the place was perceived as pleasant and comfortable, or how much people living in 
that area would be supportive and friendly.
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At the end of section II participants were asked to rate on a 7-point Likert scale with
1 meaning “never” and 10 “always”, how frequent certain threats (verbal attacks, 
rowdy teens, mugging, and so on) would occur in the places evaluated.
7.2.5 Procedure
Three participants at a time completed the questionnaire in a room specifically 
arranged for that purpose. Each one of them had their own desk set with three 
copies of the questionnaire, a separate slip for their general details and one of the 
three photographs they were going to evaluate. Although the aim of the study and 
instructions were explained to participants at the same time, each one of them 
completed the questionnaire on their own. Participants were informed that their 
personal data and answers would be kept anonymous and confidential and 
processed for research purposes only, and that they may withdraw from the study 
should they want to. Full results were also made available for those interested.
Participants had in front of them the photograph they were evaluating at that 
moment and were allowed to see it as many times as needed. Once they completed 
the questionnaire for the first photograph, the experimenter collected the previous 
one and gave them the second photo and then the third one. They completed one 
questionnaire for each photo. The length of the session ranged from 45 minutes to 
one hour. Although participants evaluated the three photographs, its order of 
presentation was counterbalanced in order to avoid always having the same photo 
evaluated in first, second or third place. For instance, participant one was given 
photo 1 in first place, then photo 2 and then photo 3; participant two was given photo
2 in first place, then photo 3 and then photo 1; and so on.
7.2.6 Analytic procedure 
Qualitative analysis
In order to identify the most salient attributes, participants were asked to write five 
words or phrases that best expressed what they thought and/or feel when looking at 
the photographs for the first time. Responses to this question were coded and 
analysed using Content Analysis (CA). CA is a technique frequently used to reduce
159
Marcela Acuna Rivera CHAPTER SEVEN. STUDY THREE: CREATING THREE PLACES
amount of data into fewer content categories (Weber, 1990). According to Weber a 
category is a group of words with similar meaning, and the development of 
categories implies exclusivity and exhaustiveness.
This technique uses one of two approaches to coding data: “emerging data" 
whereby categories are developed through preliminary examination of data; and, “a 
priori” coding, where categories are established prior to the analysis based upon 
some theory. Whatever the approach, CA primarily involves word counting as it is 
argued that the words with highest frequencies are the ones that reflect the greatest 
interests. This study used the “emerging data” approach.
In the first instance, emerging coding was conducted in order to identify preliminary 
categories on data from 120 participants. Coding units were words. A second 
analysis was done to identify broader categories that characterised all answers 
given and to confirm that any word was left out the analysis. Once categories and 
subcategories were established, an independent researcher coded answers from 10 
participants to check for Inter-rater reliability. Inter-rater reliability was calculated 
using Cohen’s Kappa method (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This study obtained an 
acceptable Kappa coefficient of r=.83.2
It is worth noting that not all participants made reference to all subcategories 
emerged in this analysis as they only had to provide five words that better 
expressed their opinion. Some of them reported attributes related with one or two 
subcategories, others with three or even all categories. However, a participant could 
have been counted in more than one subcategory but not more than once in the 
same sub-category.
For instance, in photograph 1 (Peten Street as It Is) participant 6 responded: “safe, 
friendly, open, clean, welcoming”. Friendly and welcoming are part of the same sub­
category (friendliness), however just friendly was included in the analysis as it 
appeared in first place. Results from this analysis are described in section 7.4.
2 Miles and Huberman (1994) recommend a Kappa coefficient of 0.70 on six randomly selected 
transcripts.
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Quantitative analysis
All items using the 10 point marking scale were analysed in accordance with the 
following criteria: marks from 1-4 represents the absence of the features evaluated; 
5 to 7 represents a moderate presence; and, 8 to 10 means that definitely that 
specific attribute characterises that place.
On the other hand, all items using the 7 point Likert scale followed the same criteria 
for interpretation, whereby scores from 1 to 3 mean the absence of the feature 
evaluated, 4 and 5 a moderate presence, and 6 and 7 referred to the presence of 
the feature explored. Descriptive, bivariate and multivariate analyses were 
performed on these data.
7.3 Results
7.3.1 Dimensions construction
Internal consistency of all measures was tested using Cronbach’s Alpha (p<0.05). 
Because of its low correlation (r<.30) with other items, four items were deleted from 
subscales from the three places evaluated: “the place is highly populated” 
(deprivation), “the place is a busy area” (legibility), “the place is uncomfortable” 
(likeability), and “phone your friend if you got lost" (controllability). In addition, other 
items were removed from the analysis of one of the places but not from the other 
two. That is, “the place has traffic problems” (legibility) was not included in the 
analysis of Peten Street as It Is; “the place is noisy” and "It is a green looking place”, 
were removed from Peten Street Degraded.
The internal consistency of the controllability subscale for the three places and the 
legibility subscale for Peten Street • Improved, were rather poor (Chronbach’s 
Alpha<.56) and it was decided to perform all analyses including their items 
separately. The analysis of results was done considering all the other subscales as 
they proved to be statistically reliable (Chronbach’s Alpha >.60). Table 7.3 shows 
dimensions measured by the questionnaire and its associated Cronbach’s Alpha.
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Table 7. 3. D imensions selected to evaluate perceived physical and socia l disorder, risk and safety.
DIMENSION SUBSCALE ITEMS
Peten
Degraded
Cronbach's
Alpha
Peten 
as It Is
Cronbach's
Alpha
Peten
Improved
Cronbach's
Alpha
PERCEIVED
PHYSICAL
DISORDER
Maintenance The place is tidy
The place is dirty
The place is noisy
The place is well cared for
The place is run-down
The place needs to be repaired
It is a green looking place
0.70 0.84 0.81
Legibility The place has good visibility 
The place has clear pathways 
I can clearly see what happens on the street 
The place has traffic problems
0.65 0.72 0.56
PERCEIVED
SOCIAL
DISORDER
Deprivation The place is affluent 
People might be poor 
People might find life difficult 
People might be living under crowded 
conditions
0.66 0.84 0.77
Sense of 
community
People might be friendly 
People might be supportive 
People like to be close to their neighbours 
People take part in community life 
People enjoy walking in the neighbourhood 
People might be proud of living there 
People look after their neighbourhood 
People might be uninterested in what 
happens there
0.81 0.89 0.87
Incivilities People might be harmful to others 
People might be drug takers or alcoholic 
People might be noisy neighbours 
People might be trouble makers
0.73 0.89 0.80
Similarity People might be unpredictable 
People might be similar to me 
People share my moral values 
It makes me feel at home 
People might be reliable 
People trust in each other
0.78 0.86 0.84
Likeability The place is nice
The place is attractive
The place has pleasant residential roads
The place is desirable
0.78 0.93 0.92
RISK
PERCEPTION
Perceived
Vulnerability
Think nothing bad will happen to you 
Think people would help you if you needed it 
Think you might be attacked by a stranger 
Think you would be in trouble if you get lost
0.72 0.72 0.66
Perceived
Control
Ask people for help if you think you are in 
trouble
Feel able to handle any unexpected problem 
(photo 3 only and instead of help3:
Avoid encounters with people around the 
place)
0.49 0.54 0.33
Perceived 
Frequency of 
Occurrence
Abandoned cars
Physical or verbal attacks by people
Litter on the streets
Mugging
Car thefts
Robberies
Rowdy teens
Burglaries
Public Drinking
Vandalism
Police officers around the place 
Domestic violence 
Street fights
0.86 0.92 0.89
Safety Perceived
Safety
Feel confident while walking there
Feel secure because it is an unthreatening
place
Be worried about the possibility of 
victimization
Feel unease because you don’t know what to 
expect
0.78 0.83 0.83
162
Marcela Acuna Rivera CHAPTER SEVEN. STUDY THREE: CREATING THREE PLACES
7.3.2 The order effect
Because this was a repeated measures design as same participants rated the three 
photographs, it was decided to counterbalance the order of presentation of each 
photo and then assign participants to counterbalanced order so that each participant 
rated the photographs in a different order to the previous participant. For instance, 
the first participant was given photo 1 in first place, then photo 2 and then photo 3; 
participant two was given photo 2 in first place, then photo 3 and then photo 1. 
Same procedure was followed with all participants.
In order to determine whether the order of presentation had influenced participants’ 
ratings for each photograph evaluated, a series of two-way mixed design ANOVAs 
were conducted. Gender and order of presentation were entered as independent 
variables and the dimensions measured as dependent variables.
Results showed a significant main effect of order of presentation in most of the 
dimensions measured (p<0.05; Results are shown in Appendix Vila). This means 
that ratings for each photo were different when it was evaluated in first, second or 
third place (order effect). Therefore, the “order effect” found needed to be controlled.
The way the researcher found to overcome this effect was to calculate the average 
between the responses to each photograph evaluated by each participant, then 
deduct the resulting mean value from the original rating into a new variable, the final 
result is the one to include in the multivariate analysis. Using SPSS, new variables 
for each dimension were computed, as shown in the example:
COMPUTE dilapmea = (dilapidl + dilapid2 + dilapid3) / 3.
COMPUTE dilapl = (dilapidl - dilapmea).
COMPUTE dilap2 = (dilapid2 - dilapmea).
COMPUTE dilap3 = (dilapid3 - dilapmea).
Where: dilapidl, dilapid2, and dilapid3 are the original variables and represent the 
rates for the dimension “dilapidation” for photo 1, photo 2 and photo 3, respectively; 
dilapmea is a variable created to obtain the average between the three photos 
evaluated; dilapl, dilap2 and dilap3 were created to calculate the difference 
between the original variable and the mean (dilapmea)] these new variables were
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used in further multivariate analysis. This procedure was performed for each 
dimension measured.
A series of two-way mixed design ANOVAs were performed again to test for effects 
of each variable but using the newly computed variables (dilapl, dilap2, dilap3, and 
so on). As expected, the order effect disappeared, and the variation found was only 
due to ratings of each dimension measured and gender in some cases (Appendix 
Vllb). Any descriptive and bivariate analysis used original ratings, whereas multiple 
regressions performed used the new variables computed as explained above.
7.4 Results: A qualitative analysis.
What did participants think when looking at the places for the first time?
Participants’ responses about how they perceived the places when they saw them 
for the first time, were analysed using Content Analysis (CA) as described in section 
7.2.6. Four interrelated categories emerged from the analysis (Table 7.4): Place 
related, social attributions, personal reaction and perceived safety.
Table 7.4. Categories and subcategories emerged from the analysis of results using CA
SSi^KGategoriesA:? V Sub-categories . •.' ■ Categories Sub-categories
PLACE RELATED
Physical incivilities 
Maintenance 
Physical Privacy 
Type of state 
Perceived density 
Type of area 
Use
SOCIAL
ATTRIBUTIONS
Wealth
Type of people 
Friendliness
PERSONAL REACTION Attractiveness 
Emotional reaction 
Familiarity
PERCEIVED
SAFETY
Perceived safety 
Perceived danger 
Social incivilities
Note: Same participants can be counted in more than one sub-category.
The first category, place related, refers to attributes that were observed or some 
times inferred from the place itself. The second category, social attributions. 
includes topics that were inferred from the place but that have a social content. The 
third category, personal reaction, refers to the extent people liked the place they 
were evaluating, how they felt when looking at it and how familiar the place was for
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them. The fourth category, perceived safety, reflects the possibility of being in 
danger or unsafe.
The four categories will be explained in terms of the attributes that were considered 
in each place. Even though all categories emerged for the three places evaluated, 
some were more significant in one place or another, or in some cases for the three 
of them; how favourable or unfavourable the perception was depended on the place 
itself.
Sections below will report results for each place, highlighting main attributes 
perceived by most participants. Sub-categories that were barely or not mentioned 
were neither included in the analysis nor in the tables. The figure in parenthesis next 
to each attribute is the number of people (out from 120) who made reference to it.
7.4.1. Peten Street Degraded
Perceptions of this place seemed to be the most unfavourable when compared with 
the other two (Table 7.5). Peten Street Degraded was perceived as run down (47), 
untidy (18) and vandalised (16). One half of the sample perceived it, in general 
terms, as unkempt (55). In some cases it was associated with council housing (21) 
where poor (33) or working class (8) people live.
Some participants perceived it as unattractive (28), unfriendly (17), dangerous (39) 
and unsafe (37), where social incivilities such as vandalism (15), crime (15) and 
troublesome people (12), are present. Some participants reported to feel threatened 
(13), scary (9) and unease (7) when looking at it.
Overall, Peten Street Degraded importantly evoked sub-categories associated with 
its overall maintenance and physical and social incivilities, its wealth and level of 
danger. That is, 40% of the sample perceived this place as rundown, unkempt and 
with evident physical incivilities, where poor people live. About 30% referred to it as 
dangerous, and unsafe, where crime and vandalism are a feature.
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Table 7.5. Categories and subcategories emerged from the analysis of 
results using CA for P e t e n  S t r e e t  D e g r a d e d  (n=120).
Category Sub-category Freq Total
PLACE RELATED Physical incivilities 87
179
Unkempt 55
Council 21
Perceived density 16
SOCIAL ATTRIBUTIONS Poor 41
58Unfriendly 17
PERSONAL REACTION Unattractive 28
57Threatening 29
PERCEIVED SAFETY Unsafe 36
Danger 39
Crime and vandalism 42 117
Note: Same participants can be counted in more than one sub-category
7.4.2 Peten Street as It Is
It seems that participants had a mixed perception regarding this place (Table 7.6), 
as some people perceived it as well kept (24), whereas others as unkempt (16); it 
was also considered as run down (18), untidy (17), though quiet (32). Some 
participants associated the neighbourhood with working class (20) or poor people 
(9), or even middle class (19); others identified it with council housing (25). It is 
interesting to note that in few cases this place was perceived as attractive (16), 
friendly (11) or with a community feel (10), but in others as unattractive (15) and 
unfriendly (9).
Generally speaking, Peten Street as It Is evoked categories associated to its overall 
maintenance and physical incivilities, its level of wealth and attractiveness. It is not 
quite clear how the place is perceived as participants showed mixed opinions. 
Nevertheless, it was mainly perceived as a quiet but run down and untidy 
neighbourhood, with a moderate economic level. From the participants that made 
reference to that, it is not clear whether the place was perceived as friendly and 
attractive, or rather unfriendly and unattractive.
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Table 7.6. Categories and subcategories emerged from the analysis of results 
using CA for P e t e n  S t r e e t  a s  I t  I s  (n=120).
Category Sub-category Freq Total
PLACE RELATED
Physical incivilities 67
213
Well kept 24
Unkempt 16
Open 23
Council 25
Busy 23
Suburban 17
Residential 18
SOCIAL ATTRIBUTIONS
Working class 29
92
Middle class 19
Families 14
Friendly 21
Unfriendly 9
PERSONAL REACTION
Attractive 16
56
Unattractive 15
Threatening 10
Familiar 15
PERCEIVED SAFETY Safe 19 19
Note: Same participants can be counted in more than one sub-category
7.4.3 Peten Street Improved
This place was perceived as quiet (62), tidy (29), and well kept (58), rather green 
(50). It is a private (40), attractive (37), safe (34) and friendly place (21). Some 
participants perceived it as empty (14). It is worth noting that there was not a clear 
consensus in its level of wealth, some considered it as a middle class (18) 
neighbourhood and others as affluent (10), although few people made reference to 
this attribute.
Overall, Peten Street Improved evoked categories associated to its overall 
maintenance and quietness, its level of privacy, greenery, attractiveness and 
perceived safety (Table 7.7). That is, it was considered as a well kept, quiet, and 
green place. About 30% of the sample perceived it as safe and attractive.
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Table 7.7. Categories and subcategories emerged from the analysis of 
results using CA for P e t e n  S t r e e t  I m p r o v e d  (n=120).
Category Subcategory Freq Total
PLACE RELATED .
Physical civilities 91
284
Well kept 58
Green 50
Private 40
Empty 14
Suburban 16
Residential 15
SOCIAL ATTRIBUTIONS Middle class 28
64
Families 12
Friendly 24
PERSONAL REACTION Attractive 37 37
PERCEIVED SAFETY Safe 34 34
Note: Same participants can be counted in more than one sub-category.
To summarise the findings from this section, it can be said that although 70% of 
participants perceived Peten Street Degraded as the most rundown, untidy, 
vandalized and unkempt place, and 42% inferred the presence of social incivilities, 
only 33% evaluated it as unattractive, dangerous and unsafe. Peten Street as It Is 
evoked mixed perceptions and no clear opinion was identified. Peten Street 
Improved was perceived as quiet, green and well maintained, and around 30% 
considered it as private, attractive and safe.
7.5 Results: Comparing the three places in terms of their level of disorder and 
safety.
Before exploring the role that the dimensions measured have in perceived safety, it 
was necessary to determine whether the modifications done to the real place 
worked in terms of creating three places with different levels of disorder, risk and 
safety. Table 7.8 shows mean scores and standard deviations for items related to 
physical and social disorder and safety.
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Table 7. 8. Means and standard deviations for all d imensions measured in the three places evaluated (n=120).
DIMENSION SUBSCALE ITEM
PLACE
DEGRADED
(m/std)
PLACE 
AS IT IS 
(m/std)
PLACE
IMPROVED
(m/std)
Is tidy* 2.32/1.201 4.92/1.908 7.93/1.123
Is dirty* 7.61/2.079 4.67/1.976 2.31 /1.213
PERCEIVED
PHYSICAL
Is noisy’ 6.33/1.839 4.38/1.720 2.66/1.216
MAINTENANCE Is well cared for* 1.93/.900 5.08 / 1.875 7.79/1.489
DISORDER Is run down* 8.07/1.562 4.44 / 2.069 2.20/1.268
Needs to be repaired* 8.68/1.121 5.14/2.127 2.81/1.669
Is a green looking place* 3.96/1.942 4.38/1.774 7.55/1.828
Has good visibility2 4.62 / 1.984 5.97/1.914 5.48 / 2.401
LEGIBILITY Has clear pathways*** 4.25/1.937 6.04/1.929 7.30/1.644
I can clearly see what happens on the street2 5.18/2.321 6.03/1.847 6.24/2.312
Has traffic problems*** 4.66/2.403 3.54/1.974 1.98/1.240
Is affluent*** 2.04/1.191 4.10/1.709 6.06/1.765
DEPRIVATION Be poor*** 7.15/1.515 4.92/1.925 3.18/1.512
Find life difficult*** 6.83/1.904 5.02/1.715 3.28/1.490
Be living under crowded conditions*** 6.17/1.835 4.49/1.905 3.39/1.605
Be friendly*** 3.93/1.540 5.61/1.440 6.23/1.714
Be supportive*** 3.66/1.831 5.37/1.629 6.06/1.893
PERCEIVED
SOCIAL
SENSE OF 
COMMUNITY
Like to be close to their neighbours2 4.25/2.009 5.04/1.677 4.97/2.029
Take part in community life*** 3.30/1.728 4.81/1.750 5.46 / 2.098
DISORDER Enjoy walking in the neighbourhood*** 2.49/1.432 4.63/1.827 6.39/1.984
Be proud of living there*** 2.97/1.639 5.05/1.675 6.54/1.819
Look after their neighbourhood*** 2.51/1.414 4.78/1.784 6.97/1.675
Be uninterested in what happens there*** 6.15/2.019 4.64 / 2.065 3.62/1.813
Be harmful to others*** 5.79/1.629 4.00/1.665 2.65/1.253
SOCIAL Be drug takers or alcoholic*** 6.44/1.581 4.45/1.734 3.15/1.521
INCIVILITIES Be noisy neighbours*** 6.98/1.574 5.00/1.843 3.32/1.528
Be trouble makers*** 6.60/1.542 4.29/1.765 2.81/1.342
Be unpredictable*** 6.75/1.807 4.87/1.865 3.37/1.629
Be similar to me*** 2.55/1.477 4.21/1.865 5.45/1.891
SIMILARITY
Share my moral values*** 3.09/1.655 4.47/1.940 5.88 /1.737
Makes me feel at home*** 1.79/1.072 4.20/2.210 6.28 / 1.879
Be reliable*** 3.35/1.521 5.02/1.550 6.11/1.522
Trust each other*** 3.39/1.736 5.56/1.729 6.24 / 2.033
Is desirable**’ 1.90/.982 4.88 / 2.022 6.83/1.846
Has pleasant residential roads*** 2.69/1.453 5.27/1.795 7.18/1.745
LIKEABILITY Is attractive*** 1.90 / .854 4.20/1.845 6.38/1.838
Is nice*** 2.15/1.105 4.63/1,927 6.63/1.878
Be worried about the possibility of victimisation* 5.11/1.194 3.20/1.234 2.25 / .981
Feel secure because it is an unthreatening place* 2.38 / 966 4.40/1.344 5.42/1.097
SAFETY1 Feel confident while walking there* 2.92/1.394 4.68/1.304 5.45/1.191
Feel uneasy because you do not know what to expect* 5.01/1.363 3.62/1.391 2.75/1.304
1 For Safety 1=Not at all: 7=Very much. For all other subscales 1= Not at all; 10= Very much *p<.05 **‘ p<,001
2 No significant differences found between the improved and the as It Is places
Post hoc procedure used: Games-Howell Adjustment used for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni______________________
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Similarity and likeability are also included in this section as variables that are 
relevant to perceiving safety in residential areas. Results show that the three places 
evaluated were perceived as different, where Peten Street Degraded received the 
least favourable evaluation and Peten Street Improved the best. It was decided to 
analyse the results by comparing the three places by dimension measured.
Because same participants evaluated the three photographs, a series of one-way 
repeated measures ANOVAs were performed to identify significant differences in 
participants’ perceptions of the three places evaluated. Pairwise comparisons using 
Games-Howell Post hoc tests were performed in order to determine where the 
significant differences occurred (Fielding, 2005). Bonferroni correction was also 
applied to the p<.05 since multiple significance tests were carried out. In the 
following sections the results from the ANOVA tests will be described.
7.5.1 Perceived physical disorder
This dimension was measured by two main indicators: 1) Overall maintenance, 
which refers to the extent the place is well cared for and whether there are signs of 
physical incivilities and vegetation; and, 2) Legibility, which is related to the extent 
the place has good visibility and allows people’s surveillance. As it was expected, 
significant differences (p<0.05) were found between the three places (Table 7.9).
Peten Street Degraded was 
perceived as the most unkempt, 
run down, dirty and untidy place 
that needs to be repaired.
Peten Street Improved obtained 
the most favourable evaluation 
as it was considered as a well 
maintained place, quiet and 
with a green looking (Graph 
7.1).
GRAPH 7.1. MAINTENANCE
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Peten Street as It Is was considered as a place with a moderate level of 
maintenance, not that noisy and that might need to be repaired, but not as much as 
the degraded place. These last two places were perceived as with a low amount of 
greenery, as it can be observed in the photographs used (section 7.2.4).
Table 7.9. Results for the repeated measures ANOVA for Maintenance
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As it Is 
m (std)
Improved 
m (std) Repeated measures ANOVA
H CL < 2.32/1.201 4.92 / 1.908 7.93/1.123 F(1.8, 214.3)= 577.174; p=.000
Not dirty1 * 3.39 / 2.079 6.33/1.976 8.65/1.213 F(1.8, 218.6)= 309.694; p=.000
Not noisy1 * 4.66/1.839 6.62/1.720 8.33/1.216 F(2, 236)= 184.577; p= .000
Well cared for * 1.93/.900 5.08/1.875 7.79/1.489 F(2, 238)= 594.885; p=.000
Not run down1 ’ 2.93/ 1.562 6.55 / 2.069 8.76/1.268 F(1.8, 213.6)= 436.832; p=,000
Does not need to be repaired1 ’ 2.48/1.121 5.85/2.127 8.19/1.669 F(2,230)= 431.167; p=,000
Green looking 3.96/1.942 4.38/1.774 7.55/1.828 F(1.8, 219.6)= 226.779; p=.000
1= Not at all; 10= Very much
* Significant differences between the three places at p<.05 
1 Negative items were reversed for presentation purposes.
In relation with Legibility, the 
three places were perceived as 
with a moderate level, although it 
is less in the degraded place-, 
however, differences found are 
still significant (p<0.001; Table
7.10). It is worth noting that 
despite visibility is also 
considered as moderate, it is less 
in the degraded and improved 
places. Traffic seems not to be a problem, especially in Peten Street Improved, 
where pathways are perceived as more clear (Graph 7.2).
Table 7.10. Results for the repeated measures ANOVA for Legibility
Item
Degraded 
m(std)
A s  It Is 
m(std)
Improved 
m(std) Repeated measures ANOVA
Good visibility1 4.62/1.984 5.97/1.914 5.48 / 2.401 F(1.7, 206.6)= 19.362; p=.000
Clear pathways*** 4.25/1.937 6.04/1.929 7.30/1.644 F(1.8, 220.7)= 128.292; p=.000
Clearly see what happens on the 
streer
5.18/2.321 6.03/1 847 6.24/2.312 F(92,238)= 10 674; p=.000
No traffic problems1 6.34 / 2.403 7.45/1.974 9.02/1.240 F(1.7, 211.4)= 245.454; p=.000
1= Not at all; 10= Very much
*** Significant differences between the three places at p<.001
1 Negative items were reversed for presentation purposes.
2 No significant differences between Peten Street Improved and Peten Street as It Is
GRAPH 7.2. LEGIBILITY
•- A s  it is 
■ Degraded 
Improved
1= Not at all 
10= Very much
pathways problems
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In summary, Peten Street Degraded was perceived as the most physically 
disordered place and with the lowest level of legibility, even though the latter is 
rather moderate in the three places. Peten Street Improved has an adequate level of 
physical order, although its visibility is lower than in Peten Street as It Is, but still 
moderate. The latter was perceived as with a moderate level physical maintenance 
and legibility.
7.5.2 Perceived social disorder
This dimension was measured by three indicators: 1) Deprivation, which refers to 
the wealth and crowded conditions of the place; 2) Social incivilities, which is related 
to deviant behaviour and problems in the neighbourhood; and, 3) Sense of 
community, which has to do with the level of perceived friendliness and support in 
the neighbourhood.
As expected, significant 
differences (p<0.001) were found 
between the three places (Table
7.11). However, none of the places 
was perceived as affluent. Peten 
Street Improved was perceived as 
the least deprived place, not that 
affluent but definitely not poor, 
where people do not struggle and 
crowding is not a problem.
Peten Street Degraded was perceived as the most deprived place, rather poor and 
where people find life difficult. Peten Street as It Is has a moderate level of 
deprivation, definitely not affluent but not that poor (Graph 7.3).
GRAPH 7.3. DEPRIVATION
- As it is
- Degraded
- Improved
1= Not at all 
10= Very much
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Table 7.11. Results for the repeated measures ANOVA for Deprivation
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As it Is 
m (std)
Improved 
m (std) Repeated measures ANOVA
Is affluent*** 2.04/1.191 4.10/1.709 6 06/1  765 F(1.8, 219.8)= 306.413; p=.000
Is not poor1*** 3.85/1.515 6.08/1.925 7.81/1.512 F(2,236)= 231.232; p=.000
Do not find life difficult1*** 4.17/1.904 5.98/1.715 7.72/1.490 F(1.9; 224.6)= 150.322; p=.000
Do not live under crowded conditions1*** 4 83/1.835 6.50/1.905 7.60/1.605 F(2.238)= 118.151; p=.000
1= Not at all; 10= Very much
*** Significant differences between the three places at p<.001 
1 Negative items were reversed for presentation purposes.
According to participants, the 
degraded place obtained the 
least favourable evaluation 
regarding the presence of 
social incivilities as they were 
considered a problem but in a 
moderate level (Graph 7.4).
Nevertheless, it is more likely 
to find harmful people, drug 
takers and trouble makers 
there, than in Peten Street as 
It Is and Peten Street Improved, p<0.001; Table 7.12).
Table 7.12. Results for the repeated measures ANOVA for Social Incivilities
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As it Is 
m (std)
Improved 
m (std) Repeated measures ANOVA
Be harmful to others*** 5.79/1.629 4.00/1.665 2.65/1.253 F(2,236)= 166.110; p=.000
Be drug takers or alcoholic*** 6.44/1.581 4.45/1.734 3.15/1.521 F( 2,238)=167.144; p=.000
Be noisy neighbours*** 6.98/1.574 5.00/1.843 3.32/1.528 F(2,238)= 169.000; p=.000
Be trouble makers*** 6.60/1.542 4.29/1.765 2.81 / 1.342 F(2,236)= 227.973; p=.000
1 = Not at all; 10= Very much
*** Significant differences between the three places at p<.001 
1 Negative items were reversed for presentation purposes.
GRAPH 7.4. SOCIAL INCIVILITIES
“♦—  Asit is
“■ Degraded
- * —  Improved
1= Not at all 
10= Very much
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Significant differences between 
the three places were found 
(p<0.001). It seems that sense 
of community is not 
characteristic of the degraded 
place, as people living there was 
perceived as no supportive and 
unfriendly, uninterested for their 
place and for what happens 
there, and as a consequence 
they do not take part in 
community life and are not proud 
of living in that neighbourhood (Graph 7.5).
Sense of community seems to be present in the other two places but in a moderate 
way, but it is best in Peten Street Improved where people are perceived as more 
careful and interested on what happens in their neighbourhood, that enjoy walking 
around and are more proud of living there (Table 7.13).
Table 7.13. Results for the repeated measures ANOVA for Sense of Community
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As it Is 
m (std)
Improved 
m (std) Repeated measures ANOVA
Be friendly*** 3.93/ 1.540 5.61 / 1.440 6.23/1.714 F(1.7, 212.7)= 80.261; p=.000
Be supportive*** 3.66/1.831 5.37/1.629 6.06/1.893 F(1.8, 223.9)= 65.276; p=,000
Like to be close to neighbours'’ 4.25 / 2.009 5.04/1.677 4 97 / 2.029 F(1.8, 216.5)= 7.040; p=.000
Take part in community life*** 3.30/1.728 4.81 / 1.750 5.46 / 2.098 F(1.7, 213.7)= 50.616; p=.000
Enjoy walking in the neighbourhood*** 2.49/1.432 4.63/1.827 6.39/1.984 F(2,236)= 178.434; p=.000
Be proud of living there*** 2.97/1.639 5.05/1.675 6.54/1.819 F(1.7, 213)= 179.101; p= .000
Look after their neighbourhood*** 2.51 / 1.414 4.78/1.784 6 97/1.675 F(2,236)= 263.096; p=.000
Are not uninterested in what happens 
there’***
4.85/2.019 6.35 / 2.065 7.35/1.813 F(2,236)= 54.002; p=.000
1 = Not at all; 10= Very much
*** Significant differences between the three places at p<.001
1 Negative items were reversed for presentation purposes.
2 No significant difference between Peten Street Improved and the place As It Is
GRAPH 7.5. SENSE OF COMMUNITY
- As it is 
Degraded 
Improved
1= Not at all 
10=Very much
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7.5.3 Similarity and Likeability
Similarity, refers to the extent 
that people living there share 
same values and beliefs as the 
person whom evaluated the 
places. Likeability, is related with 
the degree of attractiveness and 
desirability of the place.
Significant differences (p<0.001) 
between the three places were 
found (Table 7.14).
Peten Street Degraded was considered as the least similar and liked place. It was 
perceived as unpredictable and unreliable, and very different from the places 
participants used to live (Graph 7.6). They did not like the place and perceived it as 
undesirable (Graph 7.7).
Even though Peten Street as It Is 
was rather perceived as different 
from the places they are used to, 
and participants thought it was 
neither attractive nor nice, people 
living there were perceived as 
somewhat predictable, reliable and 
that trust in each other.
Peten Street Improved was the most predictable and liked place. Participants 
thought that people living there were more similar to them, share same moral values 
and hence, are more reliable, although in a moderate level. Generally speaking, it 
seems that none of the places were liked or perceived as completely similar to 
participants, but this was less for the degraded place. The most favourable 
evaluations were for the improved place, but still in a moderate level.
GRAPH 7.7 LIKEABILITY
10
A s it is 
Degraded 
- Improved
1= Not at all 
10= Very much
GRAPH 7.6.SIMILARITY
10
9
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Table 7.14. Results for the repeated measures ANOVA for Similarity and Likeability
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As it Is 
m (std)
Improved 
m (std) Repeated measures ANOVA
Are not unpredictable1 4.25/1.807 6.13/1.865 7.63/1.629 F(2,238)= 344.878; p=. 000
Be similar to me*** 2.55/1.477 4.21 / 1.865 5.45/1.891 F(1.8,221.1)= 121.743; p=.000
Share my moral values*** 3.09/1.655 4.47/1.940 5.88/1.737 F(1.8; 222.8)= 115.443; p=.000
Makes me feel at home*** 1.79/1.072 4.20/2.210 6.28/1.879 F(1.8, 213.2)= 257.322; p=. 000
Be reliable*** 3.35/1.521 5.02/1.550 6.11/1.522 F(1.8, 217.8)= 127.902; p=. 000
Trust each other*** 3.39/1.736 5.56/1.729 6.24 / 2.033 F(1.7, 211.3)= 97.583; p=.000
Is desirable*** 1.90/.982 4.88 / 2.022 6.83/1.846 F(2,234)= 382.615; p= 000
Has pleasant residential roads*** 2.69/1.453 5.27/ 1.795 7.18/1.745 F(2,232)= 321.491; p=.000
Is attractive*** 1.90/.854 4.20/1.845 6.38/1.838 F(2,238)= 600.925; p= 000
Is nice*** 2.15/1.105 4 63/1.927 6.63/1.878 F( 2,238)=605.344; p=.000
1 = Not at all ; 10= Very much
*** Significant differences between the three places at p<.001 
1 Negative items were reversed for presentation purposes.
7.5.4 Perceived Safety
Significant differences 
(p<0.05) were found 
between the three places 
(Table 7.15). Even though 
Peten Street Improved and 
Peten Street as It Is were 
perceived as with a 
moderate level of safety, this 
was less in the latter. Peten 
Street Degraded was 
perceived as the least safe 
neighbourhood, and was considered as a threatening place that makes people feel 
unease, worried and unconfident while walking there (Graph 7.8).
Table 7.15. Results for the repeated measures ANOVA for Safety
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As It Is 
m (std)
Improved 
m (std) Repeated measures ANOVA
Be worried about the possibility of 
victimisation*
5.11/1.194 3.20 / 1.234 2.25 / .981 F(2,238)=315.054; p=.000
Feel secure because it is an unthreatening 
place*
2.39 / .973 4.43 / 1.343 5.42 / 1.112 F(2,226)=255.842; p=.000
Feel confident while walking there* 2.92 / 1.394 4.66 / 1.292 5.45/ 1.191 F(1.8, 218.7)= 224.606; p=.000
Feel uneasy because you do not know 
what to expect*
5.01 / 1.363 3.62 / 1.391 2.75 / 1.304 F(1.8, 223.5)= 123.919; p=.000
1= Not at all; 10= Very much
* Significant differences between the three places at p<.05
GRAPH 7.8. SAFETY
Not Secure Confident Not 
worried Uneasy
♦ Asit is 
—  Degraded 
A  Improved
1= Not at all 
7= Very much
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Summarising, results from this section showed that modifications performed to 
Peten Street as It Is in order to create two different places from the actual place, did 
work. Participants did perceive the three places significantly different from each 
other in terms of their level of physical and social disorder, similarity, likeability and 
safety, where the degraded place always obtained the least favourable perception 
and the improved place the best.
Peten Street Degraded was perceived as a physically and socially disordered place, 
and participants did not feel identified with the place and felt unsafe. Despite the fact 
that Peten Street as It Is was perceived as physically disordered and somewhat 
deprived, it was not considered as socially disordered. Peten Street Improved was 
perceived as a physically and socially ordered place. Sense of community, similarity, 
likeability and safety was rather moderate in the last two places, but this was 
significantly better in the improved place than in the place as it is.
7.5.5 Identifying underlying constructs
An exploratory factor analysis on data from the three places3 was performed in order 
to identify latent higher order categories different from the ones previously 
established in this study. Principal components extraction with varimax rotation 
through SPSS was used to estimate factors on the 37 items associated with 
perceived physical and social disorder, similarity and likeability from a sample of 120 
people.
Items that loaded in more than one factor (structural coefficient >.4) where content 
analysed and included in the factor where it fitted best. Internal consistency of all 
factors extracted was tested using Cronbach’s Alpha (p<.05). All negative items 
were recoded in order to perform the reliability test.
An initial scree plot suggested 2, 3 and 4 factors to be extracted. However, after 
performing second order factor analyses to extract 2, 3 and 4 factors, the latter 
solution proved to be more appropriate (Appendix Villa).
3 In this case data used was taken only from  the participants’ ratings to the first photograph evaluated
after counterbalancing the order o f each set o f photos (see sections 7.2.5 and 7.3.2).
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Four factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were extracted. All 37 items with 
structural coefficients greater than .40 were included as part of the four factors. The 
proportion of variance accounted for by the four factors was 66.42%; however, 
Factor l contributes with 49.69% of the total variance explained. Internal consistency 
of factors extracted was tested through Cronbach’s Alpha statistic and all factors 
were found to be reliable (p<.05).
Factor I, place related, refers to the good physical conditions of the place and how 
much people like it. Factor II, social disorder, includes attributes associated with 
antisocial behaviour and deprivation in poor and run down places. Factor 111, sense 
of community, reflects good social relations and community life amongst people who 
share same values. Finally, Factor IV, good visibility, refers to the extent the place 
has a good prospect and allows good visibility (Appendix Vlllb).
A series of one way repeated measures ANOVAs were performed in order to 
identify significant differences in participants’ perceptions of the three places4. Table 
7.16 shows that, as expected, Peten Street Degraded was evaluated as the most 
physically and socially disordered place, where visibility, sense of community, and 
safety are low.
Peten Street as It Is was considered as a physically disordered and not much liked 
place, though it was not perceived as a socially disordered place. Peten Street 
Improved obtained the most favourable evaluation as it was perceived as a 
physically and socially ordered place. Despite the fact visibility, sense of community 
and safety were moderate in the last two, this was always better in the improved 
place. Hence, three places with different levels of disorder and safety have been 
created.
4 In this case all data from  the three photographs was considered.
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Table 7.16. Mean scores and standard deviations for the factors extracted where significant differences 
were found.
PERCEIVED DISORDER 
(factors extracted)
SAFETY0
I. Place 
related1 
m(std)
II. Social 
disorder2 
m(std)
III. Sense of 
community3 
m(std)
IV. Good 
visibility4 
m(std)
Degraded Place 2.48 (0.74) 6.36(1.04) 3.57 (1.17) 4.70(1.64) 2.79 (0.96)
Place as It Is 4.94 (1.43) 4.43(1.32) 5.14 (1.27) 6.03(1.50) 4.55 (1.06)
Improved Place 7.24(1.19) 2.94 (0.92) 5.98(1.36) 6.35 (1.64) 5.44 (0.93)
1= Not at all; 10= Very much
1 Significant differences between the three places (F(2,198)=630.935, p<.001; Bonferroni adjustment).
2 Significant differences between the three places (F(2,228)=374.646, p<,001; Bonferroni adjustment).
3 Significant differences between the three places (Greenhouse-Geisser correction F(2,207)=143.502, p<,001; Bonferroni
adjustment).
4 Significant differences between Peten Street Degraded and the other two places, but not between the as It Is and the improved
places (Greenhouse-Geisser correction F(2,218)=57.078, p<001; Bonferroni adjustment).
5 Significant differences between the three places (F(2.224)=349.710, p<.001; Bonferroni adjustment)._______________________
The factors associated with perceived disorder and perceived safety were 
considered for group comparison. A series of independent T-tests were performed in 
order to investigate significant differences by gender and between people who have 
experienced physical or verbal attacks and those who have not; except for age, 
where an independent one-way ANOVA was used.
Only one significant difference by gender was found. Women (m=5.09; std= 2.21) 
tended to significantly score higher than men (m=4.16; std= 1.78) regarding 
attributes associated with the first factor. That is, women reported a more favourable 
evaluation than men on how cared and liked the places were (t(101)=2.378; p<.05).
Significant differences by age in terms of participants’ perceptions of safety were 
found. It seems that the eldest participants (m=4.80, std=1.24) felt safer than the 
youngest (m=3.88, std= 1.4)(F(2,119)=4.069, p<.05). No significant differences in 
terms of victimisation experience were found.
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7.6 Results: Comparing the three places in terms of their level of risk.
One of the objectives of this thesis was to develop new measures and techniques to 
investigate perceived disorder, risk and safety. Previous section demonstrated that 
the three places created were significantly different in terms of their level of disorder 
and safety. This section describes how modifications done to the photographs 
worked in terms of the level of perceived risk and its acceptability.
Table 7.17 presents mean scores and standard deviations for items related with 
perceived risk. Results show that participants perceived different levels of risk in the 
three places evaluated. Generally speaking, Peten Street Degraded obtained the 
least favourable evaluation, and Peten Street Improved the best; Peten Street as It 
Is was perceived with a moderate level of risk. In addition, none of the places were 
considered as fully familiar to participants though this was less in the degraded 
place.
Similar to the previous section, it was decided to analyse the results by comparing 
the three places item by item, first and then by factors extracted. This will provide a 
more clear and detailed understanding of participants’ perceptions of risk. Results 
from a series of one-way repeated measures ANOVA performed to identify 
significant differences, as well as results from several independent T-tests to 
compare groups by age, gender and. experience with physical attacks, are 
presented in subsequent sections.
A series of one-way repeated measures ANOVAs were performed to identify 
significant differences in participants’ perceptions of the three places evaluated. 
Pairwise comparisons using Games-Howell Post Hoc tests were performed in order 
to determine where the significant differences occurred (Fielding, 2005). Bonferroni 
correction was also used since multiple significance tests were performed. The 
following sections describe the results from the ANOVA tests.
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Table 7.17 Mean scores and standard deviations for items measuring risk perception in the three places.
SUBSCALE ITEMS
PETEN
DEGRADED
(m/std
PETEN 
AS IT IS
(m/std)
PETEN
IMPROVED
(m/std)
FREQUENCY OF 
OCCURRENCE
Abandoned cars**’ 5.35/1.07 3.25/1.34 2.04 / .99
Physical or verbal attacks *** 5.03/1.10 3.28/1.18 2.31 /.92
Litter on the streets*** 5.99 / .97 4.70/1.30 3.04/1.12
Mugging*** 4.10/1.17 2.76/1.04 2.12/.98
Car thefts*** 4.79/1.24 3.21 /1.19 2.60/1.24
Robberies*** 4.35/1.25 3.14/1.21 2.77/1.41
Rowdy teens*** 6.14/.78 4.66/1.23 3.28/1.26
Burglaries1 4.56/1.29 3.54/1.38 3.31 /1.45
Public drinking*** 5.56/1.19 4.04/1.47 2.61 /1.20
Vandalism*** 6.37 / .62 3.88/1.53 2.41 /1.06
Police officers around*** 4.48/1.62 3.33/1.29 2.62/1.27
Domestic violence*** 4.66/1.15 3.63/1.19 3.13/1.26
Street fights*** 4.45/1.33 2.79/1.21 1.93 / .77
VULNERABILITY
Think people would help it*** 3.21/1.37 4.37/1.24 4.92/1.32
Be in trouble if you get lost*** 4.36/1.54 3.10/1.25 2.50/1.24
Nothing bad will happen*** 3.36/1.40 4.28/1.25 4.96/1.43
Be attacked by a stranger*** 4.01 /1.42 2.73/1.11 2.33/1.16
CONTROLLABILITY
Ask people for help*** 3.56/1.43 4.39/1.26 5.13/1.29
Feel able to handle any 
unexpected problem***
3.63/1.44 4.52/1.39 4.89/1.43
Avoid encounters with people 
around***
5.31 /1.56 4.22/1.43 3.57/1.50
FAMILIARITY How familiar does the place feel to 
you?***
3.34/1.63 4.65/1.35 5.17/1.04
1=Not at all; 7=Very much. * p<.05 ***p<.001
1 No significant differences found between the improved and the as It Is places
Post hoc procedure used: Games-Howell Adjustment used for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni____________
7.6.1 Perceived Frequency of Occurrence
As it is
Degraded
Improved
1= Not at all 
7= Very much
GRAPH 7.9 FREQUENCY OF OCCURRENCE
Significant differences
(p<0.001) were found 
between the three places 
(Table 7.18). Peten Street 
Degraded obtained the most 
unfavourable evaluation, and 
was perceived as a place 
where vandalism, rowdy 
teens, litter on the streets, 
public drinking, abandoned 
cars and physical or verbal
attacks, were frequent and may constitute a problem there. Other dangers such as 
car thefts, domestic violence, street fights, burglaries, robberies, and mugging, were
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somewhat frequent, but less than previous ones. The presence of police officers 
around this place was thought to be rather moderate (Graph 7.9).
Table 7.18. Results for the repeated measures ANOVA fo r Frequency o f occurrence
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As It Is 
m (std)
Improved 
m (std) Repeated measures ANOVA
Abandoned cars*** 5.35/1.07 3.25/1.34 2.04/.99 F(2,234)= 411.505: p= 000
Physical or verbal attacks by people*** 5.03/1.10 3.28/1.18 2.31 / .92 F(2,232)= 329.361; p=.000
Litter on the streets*** 5.99 / .97 4.70/1.30 3.04/1.12 F(2,230)= 287.755; p=.000
Mugging*** 4.10/1.17 2.76/1.04 2.12/.98 F(2,219)= 170.531; p=.000
Car thefts*** 4.79/1.241 3.21/1.192 2.60/1.24 F(2,223)= 133.224; p=.000
Robberies*** 4.35/1.25 3.14/1.216 2.77/1.41 F(2,208)= 63.047; p=.000
Rowdy teens*** 6.14/.784 4.66/1.23 3.28/1.26 F(2,236)= 299.603; p=.000
Burglaries1 4.56/1.29 3.54/1.38 3.31 / 1.45 F(2,208)= 40.570; p=.000
Public drinking*** 5.56/1.19 4.04/1.47 2.61 / 1.20 F(2,236)= 229.555; p=.000
Vandalism*** 6.37/.62 3.88/1.53 2.41 / 1.06 F(2,207)= 412.662; p=.000
Police officers around the place*** 4.48/1.62 3.33/1.29 2.62/1.27 F(2,183)= 78.219; p=.000
Domestic violence*** 4.66/1.153 3.63/1.19 3.13/1.26 F(2,219)= 75.176; p=.000
Street fights*** 4.45/1.33 2.79/1.21 1.93/.77 F(2,230)= 229.340; p=.000
1=Not at all; 7=Very much.
*** Significant differences between the three places at p<.001 
1 No significant differences between Peten Street Improved and the place as It Is.
Litter, rowdy teens, public drinking, vandalism and domestic violence, were 
somewhat frequent in Peten Street as It Is; other dangers may occur but to a lesser 
extent. As expected Peten Street Improved was perceived as the least dangerous 
place, although burglaries, rowdy teens, domestic violence and litter on the streets 
may occur occasionally. No significant difference was found between Peten Street 
as It Is and the improved place regarding the occurrence of burglaries in these two 
places (Graph 7.9), which seemed to be rather moderate.
Generally speaking, the degraded place was perceived as dangerous because of 
the presence of social incivilities such as vandalism, public drinking and physical or 
verbal attacks; other more serious dangers such as domestic violence, mugging and 
robberies were considered somewhat frequent. Even though, the other two places 
were perceived as with a moderate level of danger, Peten Street as It Is was more 
dangerous than the improved place.
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7.6.2 Perceived Vulnerability
Significant differences 
(p<.001) were found 
between the three places 
(Table 7.19). Peten Street 
Degraded obtained the most 
unfavourable evaluation and 
participants felt more 
vulnerable in this place than 
in the other two.
That is, it was more likely that something bad may happen to them or a trouble 
might occur if they get lost. Participants feel somewhat vulnerable in Peten Street 
Improved and Peten Street as It Is, although this is more in the latter.
Participants were not quite sure about others helping them in the event they need it, 
but it was less likely in the degraded place than in the other two places (Graph 
7.10).
Table 7.19 Results for the repeated measures ANOVA fo r Vulnerability
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As It Is 
m (std)
Improved 
m (std)
Repeated measures 
ANOVA
Think people would help you if you needed it*** 3.21 / 1.37 4 37/1.24 4.92/1.32 F(2,236)=73.709; p=.000
Think you would not be in trouble if you get lost' ‘ 3.64/1.54 4 90/1.25 5.50/1.24 F(2, 218)= 95.385; p=.000
Think nothing bad will happen to you*** 3.36/1.40 4.28/1.25 4.96/1.43 F(2,226)=59.528; p=.000
Think you might not be attacked by a stranger' 3.99/1.42 5.27/1.11 56 6 / 1  16 F(2. 226)= 111.238; p=.000
1 =Not at all; 7=Very much.
*** Significant differences between the three places at p<.001 
1 Negative items were reversed for presentation purposes
GRAPH 7.10. VULNERABILITY
A s  it  is 
Degraded 
- Im proved
1 = Not at all 
7= Very much
A tta cke d
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7.6.3. Perceived Controllability
As expected, significant 
differences between the 
three places were found 
(p<.001). Even though 
perceived control was 
rather moderate in the 
three places, this was less 
in the degraded place and 
best in the improved place.
That is, participants 
considered that they were 
more able to handle any unexpected problem and ask people for help if they were in 
Peten Street Improved, than in the other two places, although they would definitely 
avoid encounters with people in Peten Street Degraded (Graph 7.11, Table 7.20).
Table 7.20 Results for the repeated measures ANOVA fo r Controllability
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As It Is 
m (std)
Improved 
m (std)
Repeated measures 
ANOVA
Ask people for help if you think you are in trouble*** 3.56/1.26 4.39/1.43 5.13/1.29 F92,226)= 64 309; p=.000
Feel able to handle any unexpected problem*** 3.63/1.39 4.52/1.44 4.89/1.43 F(2.221)=41.998; p=.000
Avoid encounters with people around the place*** 2.69/1.43 3.77/1.56 4.43/1.50 F(2.220)=55.538; p=.000
1=Not at all; 7= Very much.
*** Significant differences between the three places at p<001
7.6.4 Identifying underlying constructs
An exploratory factor analysis on data from the three places5 was performed in order 
to identify latent higher order categories different from the ones previously 
established in this study. Principal components extraction with varimax rotation 
through SPSS was used to estimate factors on the 19 items associated with risk 
perception from a sample of 120 people.
6 In this case data used was taken only from the participants’ ratings to the first photograph evaluated 
after counterbalancing the order of each set of photos (see sections 7.2.5 and 7.3.2).
GRAPH 7.11. CONTROLLABILITY
Ask for help Handle
problems
Not avoiding 
people
-♦—  As it is 
Degraded 
-A —  Improved
1= Not at all 
7= Very much
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Items that loaded in more than one factor (structural coefficient >.4) where content 
analysed and included in the factor where it fitted best. Internal consistency of all 
factors extracted was tested using Cronbach’s Alpha (p<.05). All negative items 
were recoded in order to perform the reliability test.
Four factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were extracted (Appendix IX). Nineteen 
items with structural coefficients greater than .40 were included as part of the four 
factors. The proportion of variance accounted for by the four factors was 66.66%; 
however, Factor I contributes with 44.28% of the total variance explained. Internal 
consistency of all factors was tested through Cronbach’s alpha statistic and all 
factors were found to be reliable (p<.05).
Whereas the first two factors, minor and serious offences, refer to certain type of 
offences that can be perpetrated by others around the place, Factor III - 
controllability- is more related to people’s ability to handle any unexpected situations 
and Factor IV -  vulnerability- to a person’s susceptibility of being harmed or in 
trouble.
A series of one way repeated measures ANOVAs were performed in order to 
identify significant differences in participants’ perceptions of the three places6. Table 
7.21 shows that, as expected, people felt at more risk in the degraded place than in 
the other two places though in a moderate level.
Participants reported being somewhat vulnerable and with low control in Peten 
Street Degraded, where minor and more serious offences where moderate. Even 
though Peten Street as It Is and Peten Street Improved were both considered as 
with low risk, this was always better in the improved place (Table 7.21).
6 In this case all data from  the three photographs was considered.
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Table 7.21 Mean scores and standard deviations for the factors extracted where significant 
differences were found.
PERCEIVED RISK 
(factors extracted)
I.
Minor offences1
II.
Serious offences2
III.
Control3
IV.
Vulnerability4
Degraded Place 5.31 (.69) 4.45 (1.00) 3.50(1.08) 4.57 (1.01)
Place as It Is 3.74 (.97) 3.16(1.02) 4.49 (0.96) 3.45 (0.92)
Improved Place 2.59 (.74) 2.69(1.04) 5.01 (0.94) 2.06 (0.96)
1= Not at all 7= Very much
1 Significant differences between the three places (F(2,218)=475.797; p<,001 Bonferroni adjustment).
2 Significant differences between the three places (Greenhouse-Geisser correction F(2,200)=135.781; p< 001
Bonferroni adjustment).
3 Significant differences between the three places (F(2,222)=107.742, p<.001 Bonferroni adjustment).
4 Significant differences between the three places (Greenhouse-Geisser correction F(2,211 )=170.194; p< 001
Bonferroni adjustment).________________________________________________________________________
The factors associated with risk perception were considered for group comparison. 
A series of independent T-tests were performed in order to investigate significant 
differences by gender and between people who have experienced physical or verbal 
attacks and those who have not; except for age, where an independent one-way 
ANOVA was used.
Only factors III and IV -controllability and vulnerability respectively- yielded 
significant differences by gender and age. Women (m=3.88; std= 1.19) tended to 
significantly score higher than men (m=3.33; std= 0.90) regarding attributes 
associated with personal vulnerability and the possibility of being harmed 
(t(118)=2.864; p<01).
Contrary to what was expected, results revealed that the older a person is the less 
vulnerable (F (2,118)= 5.388; p<01) and with more control (F (2,116)= 5.766; p<.01) 
she or he feels. That is, participants between 26-30 years old felt less vulnerable 
(m=3.89, std=1.13) and with more control (m=4.87, std=0.92) than those between 
18-21 years old (m=4.72, std=1.08; and, m=4.00, std=.1.15; respectively). No other 
significant differences were found.
Summarising, results from this section showed that modifications performed to 
Peten Street as It Is in order to create two different places from the actual place, did 
work. Participants did perceive the three places significantly different from each 
other in terms of the perceived risk where the degraded place always obtained the
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least favourable perception and the improved place the best. Thus, three places with 
different levels of risk have been developed.
7.7 Factors involved in the acceptability of risks
Acceptability of the risk is one of the key elements influencing risk perception and 
safety. It was measured through a hypothetical scenario that was presented to 
participants in order to evaluate people’s response to a likely dangerous situation. 
The scenario was:
Please imagine you have been asked to go for dinner at a close friend ’s 
house (think o f an actual very close friend o f yours) because you have not 
seen each other fo r a long time and you do not know his/her new place. 
Your friend's house is at the end o f the street in the photo. You have the 
address but do not know where the house is. You have also been told that 
the house is close to a dangerous neighbourhood. Looking at the place in 
the photograph and considering that you are going by yourself, please circle 
the option that best describes what you would actually do in these 
circumstances.
After reading the fragment, participants were asked to rate how significant meeting 
their friend and getting to their place was for them. As expected, significant 
differences between the three places were found (p<.05). Table 7.22 shows that 
despite meeting their friend is important to participants, getting to their friend’s 
house is more important in the place as It Is and the improved place, than in Peten 
Street Degraded.
Table 7.22. Results for participants’ will of meeting their friends and the significance of being in their place.
Item
Degraded 
m (std)
As It Is
m (std)
Improved 
m (std)
Repeated measures 
ANOVA
To what extent is meeting your friend 
significant to you?'
6.03/.89 6.18/ .71 6.22 / .77 F(2, 207)=6.465; p=.003
How important would it be for you to get 
there?***
5.37/1.23 5.71 / .89 5.88 / .92 F(2, 179)= 18.250; 
p=.000
*** Significant difference between the three places at p<,001 
1=Notatall, 7=Verymuch
1 No significant differences between Peten Street Improved and the place As It Is
Post hoc procedure used: Games-Howell Adjustment used for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni
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Participants also had to choose one option (out from 5) that best expressed what 
they would do if they were in that scenario. In Table 7.23, it can be seen that most of 
the participants decided to take the risk of visiting their friend and found a way of 
getting there, independently of how disordered, unsafe and risky the place had been 
perceived. Nonetheless, a significant association between the type of place and the 
option chosen was found X2(6)=54.07, p<.001.
Table 7.23 Option chosen by participants to get their friend’s new place.
Place Degraded* as It Is* Improved
Option T % (n) Fern Male T % (n) Fern Male T % (n) Fern Male
By bus and 5 min walk 41 (49) 26 23 63(75) 41 34 61 (73) 40 33
By own car and 10 min 
walk
10(12) 3 9 21(25) 9 16 28 (34) 17 17
By taxi (£15) 26 (31) 18 13 9(11) 9 2 4(5) 3 2
Have dinner somewhere 
else
22 (26) 19 7 7(9) 9 — 7(8) 8 —
Catch up on the phone 2(2) 2 — — _ — — —
Total 120 68 52 120 68 52 120 68 52
* Significant differences by gender were found in the degraded and the as It Is places at p<.05.
It seems that “going by bus and walking for 5 minutes”, is the most preferred option 
to get to their friend’s house, although there are more people willing to do that in 
Peten Street as It Is (63%) and Peten Street Improved (61%), than in Peten Street 
Degraded (41%).
Going by their own car and walk for 10 minutes was the second preferred option in 
the improved place (28%) and the place as it is (21%), but not in Peten Street 
Degraded, where going by taxi and paying 15 pounds was best (26%). Moreover, 
22% of the sample did not accept the risk of visiting their friend in the degraded 
place and preferred having dinner somewhere else or even catch up on the phone 
(2%). Only very few people chose this option in the other two places (Table 7.23).
A significant association between option chosen and gender was found in Peten 
Street Degraded (X2(4)=9.565, p<05) and Peten Street as It Is (X2(3)=14.187, 
p<.01), but not in Peten Street Improved. That is, women are more likely to go by 
bus or by taxi, or even would have dinner somewhere else than men, whom also are 
more likely to go by car than women. Both, women and men would go by bus or by 
car to the improved place.
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Reasons given by 50% of the sample to explain why they chose a specific option 
were content analysed as in previous sections. Results showed that participants 
took into consideration three main reasons to accept the risk (Table 7.24): time 
(short time walk), cost (cheapest option) and safety (in the place).
Table 7.24. Reasons given by participants for choosing one option
PETEN DEGRADED PETEN as IT IS PETEN IMPROVED
OPTION A: By bus and 5 minutes walk
Chosen by 41% (49) Chosen by 63% (75) Chosen by 61% (73)
TIME Short time walk (13) 
Gets me close (4)
Short time walk (22) Short time walk (25) 
Closest (9)
COST Cheapest (21) 
Taxi too expensive (5) 
Easiest (3)
Cheapest (28) 
Easiest (5) 
Taxi too expensive (4)
Cheapest (28) 
Taxi too expensive (5) 
Easiest (8)
SAFETY Safest option (4) Safe place (33) Safe place (14) 
Not dangerous (8)
OPTION B: By car and 10 minutes walk
Chosen by 10% (12) Chosen by 21% (25) Chosen by28% (34)
TIME
COST Cheapest (1) 
Taxi too expensive (1)
Cheapest (1) 
Easiest (4) 
Taxi too expensive (2)
Easiest (4) 
Cheaper (3) 
Taxi too expensive (3)
SAFETY Safest option (3) Safe place (9) 
Safest option (3)
Safe place (8) 
Safest option (5)
OPTION C: By taxi and pay 15
Chosen by 26% (31) Chosen by 9% (11) Chosen by 4% (5)
TIME
No additional traveling (2) No walking (1)
COST Worth paying (5) 
Don't get lost (3)
Don't get lost (5) 
Worth paying (1)
Worth paying (3)
SAFETY Safest option (17) Safest option (7) Safer (1)
OPTION D: Have dinner somewhere else
Chosen by 22% (26) Chosen by 7% (9) Chosen by 7% (8)
TIME
COST Taxi too expensive (6) 
Easiest (2) 
Don’t get lost (1) 
Less stress (1)
Don’t get lost (2) 
Taxi expensive (1)
Don’t get lost (3)
SAFETY Unsafe place (8) Don’t feel safe (2) 
Avoid risk (1)
Note: number of people who made reference to a specific criterion is in brackets.
Option E, catch up on the phone, only was chosen by two women in the degraded place.
Same participants can be counted in more than one category within the same option but not within the same category.
Other explanations given are related to personal abilities or experience (I do not 
drive, I am used to buses, I trust my friend, convenient for me, uncomfortable 
walking on my own, do not avoid dangerous places), the place (possibility of 
surveillance, do not look threatening enough) and things they would do to face the
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risk (meet my friend at the bus stop or car park, get others to drop me off, get a taxi 
on my way back, check the place first and then park). These and other responses 
were given by participants as ways to explain why the take the risk and how they 
would face it, although few people made reference to them.
Generally speaking, it could be said that around 70% of the participants in the 
degraded place and 90% in the other two places accepted the risk of visiting their 
friend, although the preferred option to get there depends on the type of place and 
whether they are women or men. However, around 25% of the sample did not 
accept the risk and reported that having dinner somewhere else or even speaking 
on the phone with their friend was best for them, especially in the degraded place 
(against 7% of participants who chose these options in the other two places).
7.8 Summary
On of the objectives of this thesis was to develop new measures and techniques to 
investigate perceived disorder, risk and safety. In order to achieve this objective, this 
study combined findings from qualitative and quantitative methodologies which 
enabled the development of three places significantly different in terms of their 
levels of disorder, risk and safety.
Participants’ first ideas about the places they evaluated provided us with valuable 
information about the physical and social attributes that are of relevance to people, 
as well as the psychological factors that could make a difference in people’s 
perceptions of residential neighbourhoods. The categories that were mentioned the 
most by participants were physical incivilities, maintenance and wealth; and over 
30% of the sample made reference to the place’s level of attractiveness and 
friendliness. In addition, safety and danger, social incivilities and emotional reactions 
were mainly reported in Peten Street Degraded. Safety was also mentioned as an 
attribute of Peten Street Improved.
These findings seem to suggest that people primarily look at attributes commonly 
associated to physical disorder and wealth, although some of them may additionally 
take into account other social and more affective factors (as the aforementioned) to
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evaluate places. Nonetheless, unsafe feelings did not emerge as a consequence of 
the perceived level of physical and social disorder, as demonstrated by evaluations 
made to Peten Street Degraded where only a fourth of the sample made reference 
to it.
Generally speaking, the three places evaluated were perceived with significantly 
different levels of disorder, safety and risk. It was clear that Peten Street Degraded 
was perceived as a disordered and deprived place, dangerous and unsafe, with no 
sense of community, and where people felt vulnerable and unable to handle any 
unexpected problems. Participants neither liked it nor felt identified with the place.
Even though Peten Street Improved and Peten Street as It Is were perceived with 
moderate levels of legibility, deprivation, sense of community, similarity, likeability, 
vulnerability and safety, the former always obtained a significantly more favourable 
evaluation than the latter. Such differences were more evident when looking at the 
scores from perceived disorder and danger, where the improved place was 
considered as a physically and socially ordered place that poses no danger; 
however, participants felt somewhat vulnerable and with a moderate ability to handle 
unexpected problems. It was perceived as not that affluent and participants 
somewhat liked it and felt identified with the place. On the other hand, Peten Street 
as It Is was perceived as physically but not socially disordered, not that deprived 
and with moderate levels of danger, vulnerability and safety.
Results also suggested that the demographic characteristics investigated did not 
make much difference in people’s perceptions of disorder and safety but they did in 
terms of perceived vulnerability and control. Overall it seems that women and the 
youngest participants seemed to feel more vulnerable than men and the oldest, 
respectively. Interestingly, people who have been physically or verbally attacked 
reported to feel less vulnerable and under control than those who have not, perhaps 
because they knew what to expect and how to deal with it.
In spite of the differences found between participants’ perception of the three places, 
most of them accepted the risk of visiting their friends though the way of getting 
there was what significantly changed. Going by bus was the preferred option but 
less people would do that in the degraded place where getting by taxi was also a
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suitable option for some participants. Moreover, 25% of the sample did not accept 
the risk and preferred to have dinner somewhere else. Option chosen was also 
related to gender, and findings showed that women were less likely to get by car 
than men, and were more likely to have dinner somewhere else, especially in Peten 
Street Degraded. It is worth noting that such differences disappeared in the 
improved place which was perceived as an ordered and not dangerous place. That 
is, women significantly felt more vulnerable and were more prone to reject the risk in 
the degraded place.
The value of these results is threefold: First, three significantly different places were 
created, which may mean that levels of physical and social disorder, risk and safety 
may be affected by manipulating certain physical attributes, such as the presence 
and conditions of green foliage and cars, dirtiness, broken windows, how old the 
windows were and graffiti. Nonetheless, these manipulations worked better to evoke 
distinct perceptions of disorder than for perceived risk, which may mean that there 
may be other factors different from the ones measured here that contribute to 
people’s perceptions of risk and safety. Sense of community, similarity, familiarity 
and likeability, may be amongst them. This will be tested in the next chapter.
Second, the situation presented to participants revealed that most of them accepted 
the risk of visiting their friend, independently of how disordered, unsafe, and risky 
the places were. Participants weighted the situation in terms of how significant it was 
for them, time spent and cost, and re-considered the “safeness” of the place. 
However, they used different options to get to each place, especially in the 
degraded place.
On the other hand, accepting the risk imposed by the situation could be related to 
the fact that it was considered a significant situation to participants and that they 
really wanted to see their friend’s new house. Getting by bus as the first option is 
also understandable because most of them were students, and it represented the 
cheapest option, which in fact was one of the main criteria they used, along with 
time spent to get there and how safe they thought the whole situation and the place 
were.
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Third, results from this study suggest that gender and age differences are more 
likely to occur regarding people’s perceptions of maintenance of places, vulnerability 
and control. Women and the younger participants tend to feel more vulnerable and 
with less control than men and the eldest. Likewise, women showed a more 
favourable perception of the places they evaluated especially regarding the 
neighbourhood’s maintenance and likeability.
Figures 7.2 and 7.3 summarise findings up to this point. This time, arrows are in 
black because no causal relations have been investigated yet, although the results 
seem to suggest that perceived safety is being affected in the direction drawn and 
that the way participants faced the risk is crucial to make a final decision.
it was interesting to note that the level of perceived disorder, safety, and risk, did not 
affect the majority of participants’ desire of visiting their friend, but the way to get 
there. Despite the preferred option in the three places was going by bus, some 
participants in the degraded place did not accept the risk and would go somewhere 
else or speak by phone; whereas more people in Peten Street as It Is and Peten 
Street Improved would even get there by car.
Age, gender, 
Experience 
No similar FEEL SAFE
PERSON DislikeTime
Cost
PLACE 
>  ASSESSMENT
Low maintenance 
Low legibility
IPoor ▼
Moderate social incivilities 
Lack of sense of community
No Risk
/
Acceptable risk: 
it Going by bus 
Going by taxi
DISORDER *■
RISK Dangerous
PERCEPTION Vulnerable
Low contro l
Unacceptable risk:
I Dine somewhere else 
X  Catch up on the phoneI
P e t e n  S t r e e t  D e g r a d e d FEEL UNSAFE
Figure 7.2. Model proposed to account for the relationship between perceived disorder, risk 
and safety. Green boxes show areas that were informed with this study.
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Age, gender,
Unacceptable risk
P e te n  S t r e e t  a s  I t  Is  a n d  
P e te n  S t r e e t  Im p ro ved
I
MODERATE FEEL UNSAFE
Figure 7.3. Model proposed to account for the relationship between perceived disorder, risk and safety. 
Green boxes show areas that were informed with this study.
It seems that participants’ decision-making draws on different information: the 
salience of the situation and its affective connotation, the alternatives offered, the 
time of the event, and the possibility of getting lost and ending in a dangerous place. 
These elements helped them to reconsider the safeness of the place in order to 
achieve their goal.
As a general conclusion it can be said that the more physically and socially 
disordered a place is the more unsafe and risky it is perceived. Nonetheless, it 
seems that the social attributions inferred from the physical characteristics are what 
matter the most as they inform people about others and the possibility of being 
harmed. Other psychological variables such as similarity and likeability may also 
contribute to perceptions of safety in residential areas.
Results from this study confirm the hypothesis that voluntariness, salience of the 
event and estimated costs and benefits influence the acceptability of risks. However, 
the hypothesis that age, gender, victimisation experience, perceived similarity, and 
likeability, significantly influence perceptions of disorder, risk, and safety, was
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partially confirmed. On the one hand, only few significant differences by gender and 
age were found and victimisation experience seemed no to influence how 
participants perceived the places. These results also suggested that group 
differences are more likely to occur when the possibility of being at risk is assessed.
On the other hand, the influence that perceived similarity and likeability have in 
perceptions of safety will be investigated in the next chapter where the mediating 
role of risk perception is tested. Research conducted in Study Three investigates the 
mediating role that risk perception might have in the disorder-safety relationship but, 
different to other studies, the mediating effect is tested in the three places described 
in this chapter.
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S t u d y  T h r e e
TESTING THE MEDIATING ROLE OF RISK PERCEPTION
8.1 Introduction
The previous chapter demonstrated that the three places created were perceived 
significantly different from each other in terms of their level of disorder, similarity, 
likeability, risk and safety. Peten Street Degraded was perceived as disordered, and 
participants did not like nor felt identified with the place; and, as a consequence, the 
felt unsafe. Even though Peten Street as It Is was perceived as physically 
disordered and somewhat deprived, it was not considered as socially disordered, 
and Peten Street Improved was perceived as a physically and socially ordered 
place.
Sense of community, similarity, likeability and safety was moderate in the last two 
places, but this was significantly better in the improved place than in the place as It 
Is. Once again, it was argued that the physical attributes of the place support the 
inferential process people undertake when evaluate a place in order to infer other 
social attributions and, in a way, predict the possibility of being at risk.
Having identified the physical and psycho-social attributes that might be relevant to 
investigate in order to understand people’s perceptions of risk and safety, this 
chapter empirically investigates the conceptual model proposed in Chapter Four. It 
describes the findings from statistical analysis carried out to identify the best 
predictors of perceived safety and to investigate the mediating role of risk 
perception.
In short, the model integrates socio-demographic characteristics, physical and social 
cues of the place, and risk perception, as factors which shape perceptions of safety 
about victimisation in residential areas. It suggests that as a first approach to the 
environment, people scan the environment looking for signs of physical and social 
order and, if found, they feel safe.
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On the contrary, if people think that the place is rather disordered then they make a 
second appraisal to evaluate the possibility of being at risk. The outcome of this 
second appraisal of the place influences how safe or unsafe a person might feel. 
Thus, it is hypothesised that risk perception partially mediates the relationship 
between perceived disorder and perceived safety.
The following sections will describe the results identifying the best predictors of 
perceptions of safety in the three places evaluated, and then the mediating role of 
risk perception. A concluding summary is presented at the end of the chapter.
8.2 The best predictors of perceived safety
The research presented in this thesis combines the theoretical approaches 
described in Chapters Two and Three and suggests a model where the relationship 
between perceived disorder and safety is mediated by risk perception. Personal 
factors such as age and gender, similarity and likeability of the place, are recognised 
as influencing the inferential process undertaken when people asses their safety in 
residential neighbourhoods. This section describes the extent each of these factors 
account for perceptions of safety about victimisation.
A series of multiple regressions using stepwise method were performed between 
perceived safety as dependent variable and maintenance, legibility, deprivation, 
sense of community, social incivilities, similarity, likeability, perceived vulnerability, 
frequency of occurrence of certain dangers (danger henceforth)1 and the three items 
regarding controllability (ask people for help if you think you are in trouble, feel able 
to handle any unexpected problem, avoid encounters with people around the place), 
as independent variables. Gender was included as a dummy variable.
1 The offences evaluated in this dimension were abandoned cars, physical or verbal attacks, litter, 
mugging, car thefts, robberies, rowdy teens, burglaries, public drinking, vandalism, police around the 
place, domestic violence, and street fights. This dimension is also referred as danger.
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Results from Peten Street Degraded (Table 8.1) show that 58% of the variability in 
perceived safety is significantly predicted by perceived vulnerability, dangers, 
similarity and the ability to handle unexpected problems (Adjusted R2=.577; 
F(4,97)=35.504; p=.000). This result suggests that the more similar and the less 
dangerous are perceived as well as the less vulnerable people feel and the more 
people feel able to handle unexpected problems, the safer they feel. Nonetheless, 
the most important predictor is perceived vulnerability, followed by perceived 
frequency of occurrence, as indicated by the semi-partial correlations.
Results for Peten Street as It Is are quite similar to the degraded place, as 61% of 
the variability in perceived safety is significantly accounted for by perceived 
vulnerability, similarity, danger and participant’s ability to handle problems (Adjusted 
R2=.611; F(4,97)=40.731; p=.000); being vulnerability the most important predictor.
Findings for Peten Street Improved differ from previous places, as only perceived 
vulnerability and sense of community significantly predict 52% of the variation in 
perceived safety (Adjusted R2=.519; F9 (3,98)=55.565; p=.000); again, perceived 
vulnerability is the most important predictor. These results suggest that the less 
vulnerable participants feel and the more sense of community they perceive, the 
safer the place is. It is worth noting that perceived danger and the ability to handle 
unexpected problems did not predict safety in the improved place.
The identified predictors in the three places explain more than 50% of the variation 
in perceived safety; perceived vulnerability is the strongest predictor. It seems that 
perceived safety is best predicted by variables associated with risk perception and 
similarity in the degraded and the as It Is places; and by perceived vulnerability and 
sense of community in the improved place. It is worth noting that only one item from 
the three associated with controllability, was included in the final solution. 
Surprisingly, none of the variables related to disorder, gender and age entered in the 
final models, which might mean that their effect is lessen when other social and 
psychological variables are considered.
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Table 8.1. Standard multiple regressions on perceived safety
Step B
Std.
Error Beta t Part R R2
Adjusted
R2
Peten Street Degraded
1 (Constant)
No Vulnerability
.142
.784
.048
.091 .652
2.922**
8.596*** .652
.652 .425 .419***
2
3
(Constant)
No Vulnerability
Danger
(Constant)
.089
.611
-.457
.101
.045
.089
.093
.043
.508
-.365
1.975
6.838***
-4.903***
2.314*
.467
-.335
.733
.759
.537
.575
.528***
.562***
No Vulnerability .508 .093 .423 5.476*** .360
Danger -.314 .102 -.250 -3.079** -.203
4
Similarity
(Constant)
.206
.092
.069
.043
.257 2.964**
2.150*
.195
.771 .594 .577***
No
Vulnerability
Danger
.431
-.348
.098
.102
.358
-.277
4.383***
-3.427***
.284
-.222
Similarity .175 .070 .219 2.520* .163
Handle
problems .125 .059 .158 2.121* .137
Peten Street as I t  Is
1 (Constant) -.840 .079 -10.662*** .699 .489 .484***
No Vulnerability .676 .069 .699 9.782*** .699
2 (Constant) -.599 .093 -6.443*** .752 .566 .557***
No Vulnerability .495 .077 .512 6.418*** .425
Similarity .239 .057 .335 4.193*** .278
3 (Constant) -.549 .091 -6.030*** .776 .602 .590***
No Vulnerability .460 .075 .476 6.113*** .389
Similarity .233 .055 .326 4.242*** .270
Handle problems .131 .044 .195 2.983** .190
4 (Constant) -.385 .110 -3.514*** .792 .627 .611***
No
Vulnerability
Similarity
.392
.162
.078
.060
.406
.228
5.033***
2.698**
.312
.167
Handle
problems
Danger
.148
-.258
.043
.102
.220
-.215
3.417***
-2.530*
.212
-.157
Peten Street Im proved
1 (Constant)
No Vulnerability
.679
.675
.074
.076 .664
9.193***
8.889*** .664
.664 .441 .436***
2 (Constant) .529 .077 6.899*** .727 .529 .519*“
No
Vulnerability 
Sense of comm
.537
.199
.077
.046
.529
.325
6.972***
4.288***
.481
.296
*p<.05; *’ p<.01; ***p<.001
Method: Stepwise
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8.3 Testing the mediating role of risk perception
Theoretical assumptions in the field of fear of crime argue that perceived physical 
and social disorder has a direct effect on perceptions of safety about victimisation, 
excluding other psychosocial variables that might be of relevance. Results from 
previous chapters question such assumptions and suggest that physical attributes 
provide cues to individuals to infer social attributes of places and people associated 
with those places. Findings also highlighted the fact that participants accepted the 
risk imposed by a salient, familiar, and voluntary situation, independently of how 
disordered, unsafe and risky a place was perceived. In doing so, participants 
weighted benefits and costs, and chose the most convenient option for them.
From this thesis standpoint, it is believed that whilst perceptions of disorder are 
important, its relationship with perceptions of safety or other reactions to crime are 
mediated by psychosocial and contextual factors such as risk perception. Despite 
the fact that some scholars have recognised that risk perception may better account 
for perceptions of safety (Ferraro, 1995; Garofalo, 1981; Innes & Jones, 2006; 
Jackson, 2002, 2008; Killias, 1990; Semmens, 2004; Warr, 1987) the concept has 
not been precisely defined and operationalised. Consequently, little and rather 
inconsistent empirical evidence has been provided.
As it was described in Chapter Four, this thesis puts forward a new conceptual 
model to explain the relationship between perceptions of disorder, risk and safety. 
This model suggests that as a first approach to the environment, people scan the 
environment looking for signs of physical and social order and, if found, they feel 
safe.
On the contrary, if people think that the place is rather disordered then they make a 
second assessment to evaluate the possibility of being at risk and how safe they 
might be. Here, it is hypothesised that the relationship between perceptions of 
disorder and safety is partially mediated by risk perception. This section empirically 
investigates the potential mediating role of risk perception.
200
Marcela Acufia Rivera CHAPTER EIGHT: TESTING MEDIATION
Baron and Kenny (1986) assert that a variable is said to be a mediator “to the extent 
that it accounts for the relation between the predictor and the criterion” (p.1176). To 
function as a mediator, a variable needs to meet three conditions (Figure 8.1):
1) Variations in levels of the 
independent variable (X) 
significantly account for variations 
in the mediator (path a);
2) Variations in the presumed 
mediator variable (M) significantly 
account for variations in the 
dependent variable (path b)\ and,
3) When paths a and b are 
controlled, a previously significant 
relation between the independent 
and the dependent variables (Y) 
is no longer significant, with the 
strongest mediation occurring 
when path c is zero.
It is acknowledged that full mediation (when path c is reduced to zero) is rare in 
psychology, as most psychological processes have multiple mediating factors. 
Therefore, it is more realistic to look for mediators that significantly decrease path c, 
that is, partial mediation. This will demonstrate that indeed the mediator is powerful 
(Baron & Kenney, 1986; Preacher, 2004; Fife-Schaw, 2007).
To test for mediation, three regression models need to be performed: first, 
regressing M on X; second, regressing the Y on X; and, third, regressing the Y on 
both X and M. To establish mediation, some conditions should be met: first, X must 
significantly predict Y; second, X must significantly predict M; and third, M must 
significantly predict Y after controlling for X. If these conditions are met in the 
predicted direction, then the effect of X on Y (path c) must be less than before 
introducing M (Fife-Schaw, 2007; Baron & Kenney, 1986).
Figure 8.1 Model depicting a general mediating process
Mediator
Independent
Variable
->  Dependent 
Variable
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For this study, the mediation model to be tested is shown in Figure 8.2. A series of 
multiple regression analyses were performed to test:
1) that perceived disorder (X) significantly predicts risk perception (M);
2) that perceived disorder significantly predicts perceived safety (Y); and,
3) that perceived risk significantly predicts perceived safety after controlling for 
perceived disorder. A significant reduction of the effect of disorder on safety 
when introducing risk perception, is expected.
Figure 8.2. Model depicting the mediating process between 
risk perception (M), perceived disorder (IV) and 
perceived safety (DV).
Risk perception (M)
(IV) (DV)
Note: Risk perception is measured by means of perceived vulnerability, 
frequency of occurrence and the ability to handle problems.
Once the above conditions are met, it is also necessary to look whether the indirect 
effect of the IV on the DV (via the mediator (M)) is significantly different from zero 
(p<.05; Baron & Kenney, 1986), which is what the Sobel and Aroian test does (Fife- 
Schaw, 2007a; Preacher & Leonardelii, 2007). Regression coefficients for paths a 
and b (Figure 8.2) and their standard error were inputted into the Sobel and Aroian 
Test Calculator (Fife-Schaw, 2007b). The resulting Z scores must be + 1.96 to be 
significant at p<.05. If significant, the mediation has been achieved.
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It was decided that for testing the mediating role of risk perception, physical and 
social disorder should be entered as one variable. A new variable called "disorder” 
was computed for each place evaluated, and it included all items from maintenance, 
legibility, deprivation, and social incivilities and sense of community. Internal 
consistency of the three new variables was tested using Cronbach’s Alpha (p<0.05), 
and reliability coefficients proved to be satisfactory for all of them (Cronbach’s 
Alpha=.78 in the degraded place; Cronbach’s Alpha=.83 in the place as It Is; and, 
Cronbach’s Alpha=.82 in the improved place).
Perceived vulnerability, danger and ability to handle problems, were included in the 
analysis as three different variables, in order to explore the role that each one of 
them have in the disorder-safety relationship. The other items from the controllability 
dimension were not considered in the analysis as they did not predict safety. 
Similarity and likeability were not included as testing their mediating role was not 
being investigated in this study.
Findings for each place will be analysed first, including results from both the multiple 
regressions and the Sobel and Aroian tests, and then a concluding summary will be 
presented.
8.3.1 Peten Street Degraded
Results from Table 8.2 show that the three conditions to test for mediation were met, 
as perceived disorder significantly predicts safety (Adjusted R2=.354; 
F(1,98)=55.270; p= 000), vulnerability (Adjusted R2=.306; F(1,102)=46.486; p=.000), 
danger (Adjusted R2=.397; F(1,96)=64.945; p=.000), and the ability to handle 
problems (Adjusted R2=.056; F(1,104)=7.186; p=.00). Consequently, the first 
condition that the IV (perceived disorder) must significantly predict both the DV 
(perceived safety) and the M (perceived vulnerability, danger and handle problems), 
has been met. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the adjusted regression coefficient 
for the ability to handle problems despite significant is rather low as only five percent 
of the variation in this ability can be explained by perceived disorder.
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On the other hand, vulnerability significantly predicts safety (Adjusted R2=.484; 
F(1,108)=103.335; p=.000), danger significantly accounts for perceived safety 
(Adjusted R2=.338; F(1,101)=53.147; p=.000), and the ability to handle problems 
also significantly accounts for perceived safety (Adjusted R2=.111; F(1,110)=14.867; 
p=.000). Again, the condition that the Mediator must significantly predict the 
Dependent Variable was met.
Finally, perceived vulnerability, danger and handle problems together significantly 
accounted for 60% of the variation in perceived safety (Adjusted R2=.593; 
F(4,93)=36.309; p=,000), being vulnerability the strongest predictor. Interestingly, 
the effect of perceived disorder is no longer significant when the mediators were 
included, although it was not equal to zero. Therefore, a partial mediation of the 
three variables associated with risk perception was found.
By looking at the regression coefficients (B) and the semipartial correlations (part) 
for perceived disorder (Table 8.2), it can be observed that the effect from disorder 
on safety is reduced when the mediators are included. That is, B decreases from 
.609 to .149, and the semipartial correlations from .601 to .104. Therefore, a partial 
mediation of vulnerability, danger and the ability to handle problems, was found.
Regression coefficients for paths a and b and their standard errors were inputted 
into the Sobel and Aroian Test Calculator and results confirm that risk perception by 
means of their indicators partially mediates the relationship between disorder and 
safety in the degraded place (Table 8.3).
Table 8.3. Sobel and Aroian z scores for testing
the mediating role of risk perception in 
_________ Peten Street Degraded._____________
Variable Sobel Aroian
Vulnerability 4.12 4.10
Danger -2.53 -2.50
Handle problems 2.79 2.78
Z score >+1.96 to be significant at p>.05
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Table 8.2. Standard Multiple Regression on Perceived Safety for Peten Street Degraded
Relations
B
Std.
Error Beta t Part R R2
Adjusted
R2 F df
No Disorder predicts Safety .609 .082 .601 7.434*** .601 601 .361 .354 55.270 1,98
No Disorder predicts No 
Vulnerability 587 .086 .560 6.818*** .560 .560 .313 .306
46.486*** 1,102
No Disorder predicts Danger -.536 .067 -.635 -8.059*** -.635 .635 .404 .397 64.945*** 1,96
No disorder predicts Handle 
problems .384 .143 .254 2.681** .254
.254 .065 .056 7.186** 1,104
No Vulnerability predicts 
Safety .676 .066 .699 10.165*** .699 .699 .489 .484
103.335*** 1,108
Danger predicts Safety -.705 .097 -.587 -7.290*** -.587 .587 .345 .338 53.147*** 1,101
Handle problems predict 
Safety .232 .060 .345 3.856*** .345
.345 .119 .111 14.867*’ * 1,110
No Disorder + Danger + No Vulnerability predict Safety
(Constant) -.329 .130 -2.256* .781 .610 .593 36.309*** 4,93
No Disorder .149 .093 .147 1.606 .104
No Vulnerability .420 .081 .435 5.210*** .338
Danger -.297 .109 -.247 -2.723** -.176
Handle problems .141 .046 .210 3.034** .197
Method: Enter
*p< 05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
8.3.2 Peten Street as It Is
Results from Table 8.4 show that the three conditions to test for mediation were met, 
as perceived disorder significantly predicts safety (Adjusted R2=.479; 
F(1,98)=92.035; p=.000), vulnerability (Adjusted R2=.383; F(1,102)=64.974; p=.000), 
danger (Adjusted R2=.463; F(1,96)=84.738; p=,000), and the ability to handle 
problems (Adjusted R2=.091; F(1,96)=11.495; p=.001). Once again, perceived 
disorder significantly accounts for only nine percent of the variation in the ability to 
handle problems. Likewise, perceived vulnerability, danger and handle problems 
significantly account for perceived safety (Adjusted R2=.420; F(1,108)=79.807, 
p=.000; Adjusted R2=.312; F(1,101)=47.262, p=.000; and, Adjusted R2=.182; 
F(1,10)=25.711; p=.000, respectively). Finally, all variables together predict around 
59% of the variation in perceived safety, being vulnerability the strongest predictor 
(Adjusted R2=.587; F(4,93)=35.534, p=.000). In this case, the effect of perceived 
disorder on perceived safety was significant.
By looking at the regression coefficients (B) and the semipartial correlations (part) 
for perceived disorder (Table 8.4), it can be observed that the effect from disorder 
on safety is reduced when the mediators are included. That is, B decreases from 
.651 to .292, and the semipartial correlations from .696 to .192. Therefore, a partial 
mediation of vulnerability, danger and the ability to handle problems, was again 
found. Regression coefficients and their standard errors were inputted into the Sobel 
and Aroian Test Calculator and results show that the absolute values for perceived 
disorder, vulnerability, danger and the ability to handle problems, are significant. 
This result confirms that risk perception partially mediates the relationship between 
disorder and safety in Peten Street as It Is (Table 8.5).
Table 8.5. Sobel and Aroian z scores for testing 
the mediation role of risk perception in 
Peten Street as It Is
Variable Sobel Aroian
Disorder 2.77 2.75
Vulnerability 3.04 3.02
Danger -2.27 -2.25
Handle problems 2.26 2.25
Z score >+1.96 to be significant at p>.05
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Table 8.4. Standard Multiple Regression on Perceived Safety for Peten Street as It Is
B
Std.
Error Beta t Part R
Adjusted 
R2 R2 F
df
No Disorder predicts Safety .651 .068 .696 9.593*** .696 .696 .484 .479 92.035*** 1,98
No Disorder predicts No 
Vulnerability .485 .060 .624 8.061*** .624 .624 .389 .383
64.974*** 1,102
No Disorder predicts Danger -.510 .055 -.685 -9.205*** -.685 .685 .469 .463 84.738*** 1,96
No disorder predicts Handle 
problems .375 .111 .315 3.390*** .315
.315 .100 .091 11.495*** 1,104
No Vulnerability predicts 
Safety .784 .088 .652 8.933*** .652 .652 .425 .420
79.807*** 1,108
Danger predicts Safety -.708 .103 -.565 -6.875*** -.565 .565 .319 .312 47.262*** 1,101
Handle problems predict 
Safety .342 .068 .435 5.071*** .435
.435 .189 .182 25.711*** 1,110
No Disorder + Danger + No Vulnerability predict Safety
(Constant) .111 .044 2.510* .777 .604 .587 35.534*** 4,93
No Disorder .292 .099 .312 2.945** .192
No Vulnerability .352 .107 .293 3.276*** .214
Danger -.268 .113 -.214 -2.366* -.154
Handle problems .137 .058 .175 2.357* .154
Method: Enter *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
8.3.3 Peten Street Improved
Results from Table 8.6 show that order significantly predicts safety (Adjusted 
R2=.325; F(1,98)=48.661; p=.000), vulnerability (Adjusted R2=.285;
F(1,102)=42.048; p=.000), danger (Adjusted R2=.486; F(1,96)=92.628; p=.000), and 
the ability to handle problems (Adjusted R2=.052; F(1,104)=6.815; p=.010); and that 
vulnerability, danger and handle problems also predict safety (Adjusted R2=.436; 
F(1,108)=85.332, p=.000; Adjusted R2=,238; F(1,101)=32.909, p=.000; and, 
Adjusted R2=.086; F(1,110)=11.476; p=.001 respectively). Nevertheless, only 
perceived order and vulnerability significantly account for 50% of the variation in 
perceived safety (Adjusted R2=.492; F(4,93)=24.449, p=.000), as danger and handle 
problems were no longer significant.
By looking at the regression coefficients (B) and the semipartial correlations for 
perceived disorder, it can be said that the effect of order on safety was decreased 
when the mediators were included. That is, B decreased from .518 to .239, and the 
semipartial correlations from .576 to .178. Therefore, a partial mediation of 
vulnerability was achieved.
Regression coefficients and their standard errors were inputted into the Sobel and 
Aroian Test Calculator and results show that indeed absolute values for perceived 
disorder and vulnerability were significant. This result confirms that vulnerability 
partially mediates the relationship between order and safety in Peten Street 
Improved (Table 8.7).
Table 8.7. Sobel and Aroian z scores for testing 
the mediation role o f risk perception 
__________ in Peten Street Improved______ ___
Variable Sobel Aroian
Disorder 2.30 2.28
Vulnerability 3.91 3.88
Z score >+1.96 to be significant at p>.05
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Table 8.6. Standard Multiple Regression on Perceived Safety for Peten Street Improved
B
Std.
Error
Bet
a t Part R R2
Adjusted
R2 F df
No Disorder predicts Safety 
No Disorder predicts No 
Vulnerability
No Disorder predicts Danger
No Disorder predicts Handle 
problems
.518
.478
-.542
.329
.074
.074
.056
.126
.576
.540
.701
.248
6.976***
6.484***
-9.624***
2.610**
.576
.540
-.701
.248
.576
.540
.701
.248
.332
.292
.491
.061
.325
.285
.486
.052
48.661***
42.048***
92.628***
6.815**
1,98
1,102
1,96
1,104
No Vulnerability predicts Safety 
Danger predicts Safety
Handle problems predicts Safety
.675
-.576
.208
.073
.100
.061
.664
.496
.307
9.238***
-5.737***
3.388***
.664
-.496
.307
664
.496
.307
.441
.246
.094
.436
.238
.086
85.332***
32.909***
11.476***
1,108
1,101
1,110
No Disorder + Danger + No Vulnerability predict Safety
(Constant) .337 .120 2.812** .716 .513 .492 24.449*** 4,93
No Disorder .239 .097 .266 2.460* .178
No Vulnerability .471 .096 .463 4.911*** .356
Danger -.070 .126 -.061 -.559 -.040
Handle problems .048 .054 .070 .876 .063
Method: Enter
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
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Figure 8.4 summarises and compares results from the multiple regressions 
performed on data from the three places. The regression models for each place 
have been drawn in different colours in order to facilitate their identification. Because 
partial mediation was achieved, disorder was placed as indirectly affecting safety 
through vulnerability, danger and the ability to handle problems.
Disorder was not a significant predictor of safety in the degraded place, where only 
the variables associated with risk perception significantly accounted for variations in 
perceived safety, being vulnerability the strongest predictor. In the place as It Is all 
variables included in the regression analysis significantly accounted for variations in 
perceived safety, and again, vulnerability was the strongest predictor.
The regression model obtained for the improved place shows that only order and 
vulnerability significantly accounted for variations in perceptions of safety, being the 
latter the best predictor. Notwithstanding this, the relationship between disorder and 
safety in the three places was partially mediated by perceived risk since the effect of 
disorder decreased when perceived vulnerability, danger and people’s ability to 
handle problems were included in the regression analyses.
It is worth noting at this point that despite the improved place was perceived as an 
ordered place, the sense of community and level of similarity was moderate and 
participants did not like it that much. As a consequence participants felt somewhat 
unsafe, vulnerable and with a moderate ability to handle unexpected problems. This 
demonstrates that psychological variables other than disorder account for perceived 
safety and could also explain why perceived vulnerability still mediated the relation 
between order and safety in the improved place.
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Figure 8.4 Mediating models predicting perceptions of safety in residential areas.
Disorder -  .31 ■>
27
Vulnerability
—  .30
.46
SAFETY
.21
.18
Handle problems
Model to predict Safety (DV) in Peten Street Degraded (adjusted RZ=.S93; F(4,93)=36.309; p=.000). 
Model to predict Safety (DV) in Peten Street as It Is (adjusted R2=.587; F(4,93)=35.534, p=.000). 
Model to predict Safety (DV) in Peten Street Improved (adjusted R2=.492; F(4,93)=24.449, p=.000).
8.4 Summary
Generally speaking, three main conclusions can be drawn from findings from this 
chapter. First, not only disorder but other psychosocial factors play a key role in 
determining how safe or unsafe a person might feel in a specific place. Findings 
from this study showed that similarity (or the extent people identify themselves with 
others and the place itself), sense of community (friendliness, social support and 
overall community life amongst residents) and factors associated with risk 
perception (perceived vulnerability, danger and ability to handle unexpected 
problems), are significant predictors of safety in residential areas. Surprisingly, none 
of the attributes associated with disorder predicted safety when the other variables 
were included in the regression model.
Second, when a place has been perceived with a certain level of physical and social 
disorder then risk perception helps people to determine how safe or unsafe they 
might be. This assumption was partially confirmed since the effect of disorder on
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safety became small when the variables associated with perceived risk were 
included, especially in the degraded place where it was no longer significant. As 
previously discussed, full mediation is not expected in Psychology because 
psychosocial processes are said to be multidimensional.
What this might be telling us is that the more disordered a place is perceived the 
more one relies on the perception of risk to determine how safe or unsafe one might 
be. That is, we not only rely on observed or inferred attributes of places to estimate 
the level of safety but on other more individual factors such as how controllable 
hazards perceived are, and how vulnerable to suffering any type of harm one might 
be. This confirms the hypothesis that risk perception partially mediates the 
relationship between disorder and safety.
Third, independently of how unsafe and risky a place is, people also take into 
account other elements at hand to face the risk imposed for a particular situation, in 
order to adjust their thoughts and possible future behaviour. Participants’ responses 
to the hypothetical scenario revealed that they accepted the risk of visiting their 
friends because of the salience of the situation, the perceived benefits and costs, 
the affects involved, and because it was voluntary undertaken.
Overall, it can be argued that evaluating personal safety implies more than 
evaluating how physical and socially disordered a place is. Findings from the 
present investigation confirmed that there are mediating mechanisms that inform 
people about their level of safety, such as risk perception. It seems that people not 
only check the presence or absence of certain characteristics of places but rather 
undertake a complex and active inferential process whereby the level of risk and 
safety is determined. In doing so, similarity, sense of community, benefits and costs, 
salience of the situation, and acceptable levels of risk, are considered.
The model presented here represents a significant step forward in the field and 
emphasises the need to consider psychological variables rather than simply the 
level of disorder if perceptions of safety in residential areas are to be 
comprehended. The next chapter discusses in more detail all findings from this 
thesis and discusses them in light of previous conceptual and methodological work 
in the field.
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9.1 Introduction
This thesis examined the relationship between environmental and psychological 
processes influencing people’s perceptions of safety about victimisation in 
residential neighbourhoods. The investigation aimed to describe the salient 
environmental cues that contribute to perceptions of disorder and safety; to explain 
the relationships between socio-demographic characteristics, environmental cues 
and assessments of safety; and, to predict a mediating role of risk perception in this 
process.
A number of objectives were specified:
• Examination of theories and criticisms in research into the field of fear of 
crime;
• Introduction of a psychological framework to better explain the relationship 
between perceived disorder and perceived safety in response to criticisms to 
the theoretical frameworks described in the literature review;
• Construction and testing of a new conceptual model that links risk perception 
with perceived disorder and perceived safety;
• Development of new measures and techniques to investigate perceived 
disorder, risk and safety.
This final chapter presents a summary and conclusions of the thesis and the 
investigation conducted. It recapitulates the assumptions, criticisms and findings 
from the predominant views in the field, the psychological framework proposed and 
the research undertaken.
Following sections will evaluate the extent objectives and hypotheses have been 
achieved. In addition, limitations encountered, implications of the findings and future 
work are discussed at the end of this chapter.
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9.2 Theories and criticisms in research into the field of fear of crime
Most research in the field focused on physical attributes of places and antisocial 
behaviour as determinants of fear and unsafe perceptions. It has been argued that 
the more disordered a place is the more unsafe a person will feel (Brown, Perkins, & 
Brown, 2004; Ross, Mirowsky, & Pribesh, 2001; Skogan, 1990; Taylor, 1987; Wilson 
& Kelling, 1982).
This thesis proposed that perceiving disorder from physical and social cues in the 
neighbourhood is necessary but in and of itself insufficient to feel unsafe, rather it is 
the perception of risks associated with people in places which influences 
assessments of safety about victimisation and crime.
Changing current theoretical views of what has been recognised highly influential for 
a long time not only to scientific research but to policy makers and police 
departments is not an easy enterprise though urgent.
The investigation of the fear of crime emerged around the 1960’s in response to 
what has been recognised as a problem that seems more widespread than crime 
itself. Researchers and policy makers devoted much effort and resources in 
determining the causes, consequences, and costs of fear and unsafe feelings 
especially regarding urban crime.
A key theoretical development was the publication of the broken windows theory 
(BWT), further developed as the incivilities-disorder thesis. This suggested that both 
fear of and crime itself correlate with physical and social deterioration in the 
neighbourhood (Box, Hale, & Andrews, 1988; Hale, 1996; Innes & Fielding, 2002; 
Skogan, 1981; Taylor, 1987; Van Beek Gert, 2005; Wilson, 1975; Wilson & Kelling, 
1982). Minor forms of incivilities or “broken windows” such as litter dropping, 
vandalism, graffiti, public drinking and street harassment, if unchecked, lead to more 
decay, unsafe feelings, and serious crime. The challenge, Wilson and Kelling argue, 
is to maintain communities without broken windows.
The gist of the limitations of BWT and the incivilities-disorder thesis is a degree of 
physical determinism and their being overly simplistic and descriptive rather than
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process oriented. The addition of cognitive, affective and socio-cultural processes 
that occur when people evaluate places, is needed (Farrall, Jackson, & Gray, 2007; 
Innes, 2004; Jackson, 2008; Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999, 2005; Semmens, 
2004; Taylor, 2001a).
Critiques levelled at of this point of view also stress the lack of conceptual and 
operational distinction between concepts such as fear, worry, concern, safety, and 
risk; the failure of methods and measures commonly used; the absence of an 
integrative theoretical and methodological framework that incorporates psychosocial 
and contextual factors; and the wording and number of items used. This has 
resulted in confusing and contradictory research findings difficult to generalise.
In moving away from the BWT, researchers working from the fear-risk paradox 
pointed out that risk perception and sensitivity to risk are better predictors of fear of 
crime and safety. For them, fear is an emotional reaction characterised by a sense 
of danger and anxiety about physical harm (Garofalo, 1981; Taylor & Hale, 1986) 
and risk is a cognitive dimension of individual’s appraisal of the likelihood of 
personal risk (Chadee, Austen, & Ditton, 2007).
It was shown that the fear-risk paradox has not progressed due to the lack of a more 
psychological framework that helps to define and explain the perceptual and 
interpretive processes that occur when people evaluate places and estimate risks. 
For instance, it was unclear in the existing literature how risk is defined, what its 
components are, whether risk is either separated from or a component of fear, and 
what its relation with perceived disorder and safety is. The fear-risk paradox is too 
speculative and has insufficient empirical support; hence, its explanatory power is 
still limited.
Two additional perspectives were reviewed in this thesis: the defensibility of the 
space theory (DS) and the signal crimes perspectives. Although the DS is one of the 
few approaches that recognise the role that the overall physical design has in 
changing disorderly behaviour and crime, it has also been criticised for its physical 
determinism.
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Nevertheless, one concept emanated from DS is of particular importance to this 
thesis: the prospect concept or the extent a person can look ahead to anticipate 
possible encounters and other features of the neighbourhood (Appleton, 1975; 
Fisher & Nasar, 1992). Again, this approach has been problematic for not taking into 
account the criminological and psycho-social factors of crime, fear and safety.
Scholars working from the signal crimes perspective (Innes, 2004; Innes & Jones, 
2006; Innes & Fielding, 2002) argue that people tend to construct their 
understandings of crime and disorder around certain ‘signal’ incidents (or events) 
that are more visible to people because they cause a person to perceive her or 
himself at risk, shaping their beliefs about the level of individual and collective 
security. A major problem with this approach is that despite the fact it is clearly 
person centred it does not explain the cognitive and affective processes involved in 
perceiving and interpreting incidents o signals, and gives a preponderant role to 
external sources of risk perception and safety.
In order to overcome the criticisms previously described, this thesis has 
conceptually distinguished between terms such as disorder, fear, risk and safety. 
Broadly speaking, fear was conceived as an emotional reaction and safety as the 
absence of risk. Risk was defined as a subjective and value laden construction 
influenced by social meanings and personal inferences of hazards. Personal beliefs, 
experiences, emotions, motivations, and values influence people’s perceptions of 
risks.
More importantly, disorder, risk and safety were integrated into a dynamic 
conceptual framework which incorporates environmental cues, socio-demographic 
characteristics, and psychological variables to explain perceptions of safety about 
victimisation in residential neighbourhoods.
Another shortcoming of the literature, addressed by this thesis, is the ambiguity 
surrounding the meaning and components of disorder. Several questions involving 
quantity and quality of incivilities and disorder that might potentially influence 
perceptions of safety remain unanswered by current research. More specifically, it 
was argued that there are other elements in the environment, different from 
incivilities, that people look at in order to estimate the level of disorder.
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The notion of disorder was reconceptualised in this thesis as a relative concept 
involving observed and inferred attributes from places and the people associated 
with such places. From this standpoint, disorder not only includes incivilities but 
other more general attributes such as visibility, overall maintenance of houses, 
streets, and roads, and sense of community.
Different to most research in the field, this thesis combined qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies to measure perceptions of disorder, risk and safety. 
Semi-structured interviews using photographs enabled the researcher to develop 
more precise measures and materials to investigate the constructs and relationships 
stated. Several dimensions and items to measure the components of the model 
proposed were also developed. As a novel contribution of this thesis, richer 
panoramic photographs showing detailed characteristics of residential 
neighbourhoods were created.
To conclude, it can be argued that the investigation described in this thesis provides 
a more comprehensive standpoint which considerably improves current efforts in the 
field of fear of crime. It represents a theoretical and empirical advance in the 
understanding of perceptions of risk and safety about victimisation.
9.3 Psychological framework explaining the relationship between perceived 
disorder, risk perception and safety: A new conceptual model.
Having established that the current formulations have failed to define adequately a 
conceptual framework to explain the perceptual and interpretive processes that 
occur when people assess their safety, this thesis developed a more powerful 
explanatory theoretical framework which incorporated personal, socio-cultural, and 
environmental factors.
Based upon conceptual premises and empirical contributions from the theoretical 
perspectives previously discussed, a conceptual model integrating socio­
demographic characteristics, environmental cues, risk perception and other 
psychological factors was developed.
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The model proposed that evaluating the level of safety involves two types of 
assessments, one to determine the level of physical and social disorder and a 
second to estimate the possibility of facing risks and their consequences. It then 
predicts when a person perceives a place as ordered she or he feels safe. If 
however, the place is perceived as disordered then a second verification process is 
undertaken to assess the possibility of encountering any risks, as well as to identify 
how vulnerable one might be and how controllable any risks are.
Different to other theorising, this model suggests that disorder does not directly 
accounts for perceptions of safety but is mediated by risk perception. From this 
thesis point of view, risk perception is a subjective and value laden construction that 
is based on personal inferences and social meanings. It involves cognitive, affective, 
personal, socio-cultural and contextual factors (including situations and the 
qualitative characteristics of hazards) that influence people’s perceptions of safety. 
Three elements of risk perception were indentified:
• Perceived vulnerability, or people’s perceived susceptibility of encountering 
threatening events or situations that may harm them or the things they value;
• Perceived control, or the estimates of one’s ability to avoid or mitigate risks 
and their consequences;
• Frequency of occurrence of specific dangers (events, situations or persons) 
that may harm people or the things they value.
The model also recognises the influence of a fourth component, the acceptability of 
risks. Once a certain level of risk has been perceived, the next step is to determine 
how acceptable or tolerable the risk is. This depends on who you are, the salience 
of the event or activity, how voluntary and controllable the risk is, the options 
available, the perceived benefits and the risk itself. Accepting risks may lessen or 
heighten the perceived levels of risk and safety.
Another key component considered in the model is that regarding psychosocial and 
contextual factors that influence the way we perceive places such as socio­
demographic characteristics of the perceiver, affects and experience with similar 
places, motives, the situation itself, and a person’s socio-cultural background.
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Therefore, personal factors such as age, gender, victimisation experience (direct or 
indirect), perceived similarity and likeability of the place, were also investigated.
The empirical studies conducted in this thesis investigated each component 
separately and then integrated all of them in order to verify the mediating role of risk 
perception. Next section will discuss findings for each component and the model as 
a whole.
9.4 Testing the model
Based upon premises discussed above, the model tested in this thesis sought to 
advance the meaning of disorder and establish whether it can be considered as a 
wider dimension that not only includes incivilities but other factors such as visibility, 
deprivation, and sense of community. The model proposed that disorder indirectly 
influences perceptions of safety about victimisation in residential areas and 
assessment of safety is mediated by risk perception. Thus, it was hypothesised that:
• H1: Physical characteristics of places provide cues that enable individuals
to infer a) significant social attributes of such places and b) the 
people associated with those places.
• H2: People are the most salient factors when assessing safety.
• H3: Disorder is a relative concept involving observed and inferred
attributes of places.
• H4: Risk perception partially mediates the relationship between perceived
disorder and perceived safety.
• H5: Voluntariness, salience of the event and estimated costs and benefits
influence the acceptability of risks.
• H6: Age, gender, victimisation experience, citizenship, perceived
similarity, and likeability, significantly influence perceptions of 
disorder, risk, and safety.
Having formulated the hypotheses of this thesis, the following sections summarise 
the findings for each component of the model and discuss results in light of the 
hypotheses established and the literature reviewed.
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9.4.1 Physical and social cues of the environment
This section discusses the findings regarding the first component of the model, 
place assessment. It incorporated physical and social attributes of places which are 
said to contribute to perceptions of safety. Two hypotheses were developed on this 
regard:
H1: Physical characteristics of places provide cues that enable individuals to infer 
a) significant social attributes of such places and b) the people associated 
with those places.
H2: People are the most salient factors when assessing safety.
The discussion will be focused on the extent perceptions of danger and safety are 
not only based upon observable environmental cues but on inferential processes 
involving cognitive and affective components significant to evaluate places and 
people associated with those places.
The broken windows theory and the incivilities-disorder thesis recognise that 
observable social and physical disorders or incivilities are signs of uncaring and 
disinterested people, which may be taken as warnings of likely dangers and serious 
crimes. The evidence from the empirical' studies presented in this thesis 
demonstrated that people are what matter the most to feel safe and that the physical 
environment provide cues to infer other significant attributes of places and likely 
residents in those areas.
Ferraro (1995), Goffman (1971), Hunter (1978), LaGrange, Ferraro and Supancic 
(1992), and Skogan (1990), only implicitly made reference to both the inferential 
processes that occur when people interpret the environment and the meanings 
attached to physical characteristics of places. Notwithstanding this, most 
researchers and policy makers seem to ignore the significance of such processes 
perhaps because no empirical evidence has been provided and physical 
environmental attributes are to a certain extent, easier to measure and modify.
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Findings from this thesis revealed that observable cues of the environment allowed 
participants to “imagine” or infer other physical and social attributes of places and 
residents in such areas. For instance, participants in Study One inferred attributes 
such as physical density (number of people in each house, cars, and likely traffic) 
and location (urban, rural) of the places depicted in the photographs they were 
evaluating. Such inferred attributes combined with the ones they actually saw in the 
photographs, allowed participants to develop implicit theories about the place’s 
residents’ attributes such as marital status, friendliness, neighbouring patterns, and 
wealth, even when no people were included in the photographs.
These results make evident that people engage in an inferential process that not 
only involves physical observable cues but other inferred physical and social 
attributes from the place and people living in such areas. What this is telling us is 
that perceiving and interpreting disorder is a more complex process than the present 
research literature indicates.
Looking for social meanings implies a more active and imaginative task than has 
been recognised by the BWT and the incivilities thesis. Who you are, where and 
why you are in a place is also influential in how individuals perceive people and 
places. The implication of this is that not only do different people have different 
evaluations of safety but also modifying physical characteristics of places is not 
enough to reduce crime and unsafe feelings.
Findings from this thesis indicate that physical and social attributes inferred may or 
may not involve social incivilities or safety accounts. For example, participants in 
Study One (Chapter Five) talked about property and neighbourhood related 
attributes, spatial and physical density, and overall maintenance and signs of decay. 
These characteristics allowed them to infer social attributes regarding residents’ 
socio-economic status, age, occupation, marital status and friendliness, and even 
neighbouring practices. Neither antisocial behaviour nor safety concerns appeared 
in the majority of the initial accounts, even in areas where dilapidation and decay 
where evident.
A minority of participants in Studies One and Three (Chapter Eight), however, did 
refer to social incivilities -including victimisation and crime- and unsafe feelings
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particularly in the most degraded areas. This may well reflect their own beliefs, 
experience and meanings associated to these places. Literature in the field supports 
this idea (Goffman, 1969; Hunter, 1978; Pidgeon & Beattie, 1997; Skogan, 1990).
When participants in Studies Two and Three were explicitly asked to evaluate how 
dangerous,, unsafe or risky a place was, results seemed similar to those found by 
scholars in the field of fear crime. That is, the more disordered a place is perceived 
the more unsafe or at risk one might feel. There is however a significant difference 
between the literature and results from this thesis.
Results from Study Three, for example, where three places with different levels of 
physical and social disorder were compared, showed that the place which was 
perceived as the most unsafe and risky, was at the same time the most physically 
and socially disordered. The other two places were evaluated as socially ordered, 
rather safe and with low risk, even when one of the places was perceived as 
physically disordered. That is, the level of perceived social disorder made the 
difference between the unsafe and safe places. What this is telling us is that it is not 
the physical environment per se but the social attributions of places which inform us 
about how safe we might be, it is people and their behaviour what matter the most.
Similarly, results from Study One showed that no risky places were physically 
different from each other but participants thought that all of them had one thing in 
common, no harmful people. On the contrary, Risky places were all council housing, 
and their level of physical disorder was not considered because no physical 
incivilities were evident. Such risky places were perceived as unpredictable because 
of its lack of legibility and possibility of surveillance, and where social incivilities and 
a mix of people were frequent.
Previous knowledge and experience (whether direct or indirect) with council housing 
may explain why these places were perceived as unsafe. As Skogan (1990) notes, 
disordered neighbourhoods become stigmatised and acquires a negative reputation 
for being disordered tolerant. Sampson and Raudenbush (2005) explain that one of 
the reasons for neighbourhood stigmatisation is the racial ethnic, and 
socioeconomic structure of neighbourhoods which, the authors argue, shape 
perceptions of disorder that go beyond what people see in the streets.
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The findings above partially confirm what Newman (1973, 1996) and Fisher and 
Nassar (1992) suggested regarding people’s preferences for places that provide 
prospect and refuge. They offer an observation point to see, react and defend from 
any hazard. According to these authors, providing good prospect through physical 
design allows the anticipation of possible encounters and other features of the 
neighbourhood. Perhaps this is why prospect was particularly important when 
participants in Study One evaluated risky places.
Even though authors defending the prospect-concealment perspective acknowledge 
that feelings of safety are influenced by both real and inferred levels of prospect, 
they conclude in a very deterministic manner that the physical design should 
adequately incorporate such inferences if human’s needs for safety are to be 
accomplished. As it will be later discussed, investigating inferences about places is 
not an easy enterprise as psychological and socio-cultural factors influence what is 
a complex and dynamic process. Perceptions of disorder, risk and safety are relative 
concepts to which general standards are difficult to achieve.
As already discussed, participants’ inferences about disorder, risk and safety are 
based upon personal beliefs, familiarity, knowledge, experience (either direct or 
indirect, or both), and meanings attached to places. In doing so, heuristics and 
biases are of key relevance (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, 1982). Chapter Three 
discussed the value laden mental strategies individuals use to make sense out of 
their world, especially when there is insufficient information to make more accurate 
judgements.
The availability heuristic allows people to imagine attributes of places and other 
people based upon their knowledge, experience (direct or indirect), their familiarity 
with similar events or situations, and their memories about events and their 
consequences. Whether final estimations and judgements are actually correct is not 
as important to people as the conclusion that they can manage the event and that 
nothing will harm them.
Once more, findings from the three studies conducted in this thesis (Chapters Five, 
Six, and Eight) showed that participants not only evaluated places in terms of what
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they saw but on what they can recall and imagine from similar places since they 
refer to physical and social attributes that were not evident in the photographs.
For example, physical density, likely traffic, socio-economic status, demographic 
characteristics of likely residents, friendliness and neighbouring activities, were 
amongst the attributes participants inferred from what they actually saw. This means 
that information regarding such places was available in participants’ memory and, as 
a consequence, they could imagine people and their behavioural practices.
To summarise, the evidence from this thesis has shown that what matter the most in 
assessing safety is the attributes of the people associated with places and that the 
physical environment provides cues that enable individuals to make inferences 
about significant social attributes. That is, perceptions of danger and safety not only 
depend on characteristics of the environment but on who the perceiver is, what they 
know, and what they can recall about specific places. Thus, perceptions of disorder 
and safety are relative because personal beliefs, feelings, values and socio-cultural 
factors influence how we interpret the environment.
It follows then that reliance on visible cues of dilapidated and run down areas as 
signalling social incivilities and danger is incomplete because these do not in and of 
themselves present dangers rather people interpret the environment in terms of 
who they are, where they come from and why they are there (Goffman, 1971; Warr, 
1990). It is not only the observable incivilities what matters, it is also, and most 
importantly, the inferred cues and the meaning attached to them (Hunter, 1978).
9.4.2 The notion of disorder
As it was earlier discussed, this thesis suggests that disorder is different from 
incivilities and that it needs to be adequately defined. It was hypothesised that:
H3: Disorder is a relative concept involving observed and inferred attributes of 
places.
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This section will debate the current use of the notion of disorder and will show 
empirical evidence to support the idea that disorder is a relative and broader 
concept that needs to be further investigated.
Most scholars in the field hold that incivilities are cues of physical and social 
deterioration that signal a breakdown of the local order and community morale. 
Traditionally, physical incivilities demonstrate that a place is not being kept or used 
properly, and social incivilities are associated with disorderly behaviour that is 
unpredictable, troublesome, and threatening to people. The more incivilities are 
perceived the least safe a person will feel (Jackson, 2004; Lewis & Salem, 1986; 
Skogan, 1990; Taylor, 2001; Wilson & Kelling, 1982).
Incivilities such as dilapidation, abandonment, broken windows, litter, insufficient 
lighting, graffiti, vandalism, abandoned cars, noisy neighbours, public drinking, drug 
users, burglaries, robberies, corner gangs, and street harassment, have been widely 
investigated and yet designers and policy makers have used them to develop 
measures to tackle fear of and crime. But there are other elements different from the 
above that people seem to assess when estimating place’s level of disorder and 
safety.
Findings from this thesis showed that when participants were asked to freely 
describe different places they primarily referred to physical incivilities, physical 
density (number of people per house and traffic), type of people (e.g. young 
couples, families and professionals), and wealth. Interestingly, participants not only 
inferred social attributes but other physical cues that were not evident in the 
photographs, for instance, number of people living in each house, whether houses 
were converted into flats, likely traffic in the area and location. This means that cues 
inferred may not only include physical and social incivilities but other attributes, as 
the ones identified in this thesis.
Different authors (Slovic, 2002; Slovic, Finucane, Peters, & MacGregor, 2004; 
Zajonc, 1980) have pointed out that affective reactions are often the first and most 
common intuitive, automatic, and immediate reactions to dangers. All images 
associated with specific places or events, they argue, are marked with positive or 
negative feelings that are essential for decision making.
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Results from this thesis revealed that a minority of the participants in Studies One 
and Three also referred to affective meanings such as the place’s level of 
attractiveness and comfort, friendliness amongst neighbours and community 
relations. This suggests that such aspects were relevant to these participants whose 
personal beliefs, knowledge and previous experience make them considered as 
important factors. Such affective reaction as associated with perceived disorder and 
reactions to crime yet has not been fully investigated in the field of fear of crime.
Another significant finding is that despite participants identified physical incivilities, 
no references to antisocial behaviour and unsafe feelings were made until they were 
explicitly asked to talk about it. That is, observed physical incivilities did not elicit 
safety or risk concerns in the initial accounts of the participants even in the most 
dilapidated and deprived areas. However, when they were directly asked the so 
investigated relationship between disorder and safety was found. These findings 
would not have been predicted from and the broken windows theory.
Summarising, findings from this thesis revealed that there are other attributes 
besides incivilities that people take into account when evaluating places such as 
physical density, location, type of people, socio-economic status, friendliness, and 
overall life style. Such assessments also generate affective reactions where 
personal and socio-cultural characteristics of the perceiver also influence how 
places are perceived. Therefore, research investigating incivilities as the unique 
source of fearful and unsafe reactions is inadequate. A broader concept to 
encompass all observed and inferred attributes (incivilities included) is needed.
From this thesis point of view the notion of disorder seems more appropriate as it 
has been recognised as a relative construct that is socially constructed (Skogan, 
1990). Nevertheless, the notion of disorder needs to be re-conceptualised as a 
broader concept different from incivilities. Farrall, Gray, and Jackson (2007) support, 
to a certain extent, this idea as they define disorder as any aspect of the social and 
physical environment that signal a lack of control and concern, and the values and 
intentions of others in places.
Contrary to the position taken by Farrall and colleagues, this thesis recognises that 
the notion of disorder is not in the environment but in people’s minds. Psychological
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and socio-cultural factors influence how disordered places are perceived; hence, 
disorder is a relative concept (Skogan, 1990) distinct from incivilities. What might be 
disordered in one place may not be in another (Wilson & Keliing, 1982), and what 
could be disordered for one person may not be for another. The relativity of disorder 
also originates from an individual’s inferential process to interpret the environment 
and the meanings attached to it.
Hunter (1978), Skogan (1990) and Ferraro (1995) recognise that disorder is a 
relative concept originated from the temporality of standards, values and culture, as 
well as from an individual’s inferential process to interpret the environment and the 
meaning associated to incivilities. For them, incivilities provide meaning to people 
who may interpret them as a sign of local disorder and as an early warning of 
impeding danger in the area where nobody there will help.
Other authors argue that perceptions of neighbourhood disorder are socially 
constructed and that racial composition and social structure are good predictors of 
perceptions of disorder. For them, incivilities trigger attributions in the minds of 
residents and outsiders alike which are informed by the racial stigmatisation and 
stereotypes previously constructed (Sampson, 1991; Sampson & Raudenbush, 
2005). Despite the fact findings from this thesis does not provide evidence as to 
confirm or reject such an idea, they do provide empirical support to conclude that it 
is not only social connotations but also psychological processes, situational and 
environmental cues which shape a person’s perceptions of disorder. This suggests 
disorder is a constructed and subjective concept.
Another complementary view is that presented by Taylor (1987) who suggests that 
there are a range of disorders (or incivilities) within a continuum which varies from 
the least serious to the most serious. The problem with Taylor’s argument is that on 
the one hand he confounds incivilities with disorder, and on the other, he neither 
further developed the concept nor provided empirical evidence to support it.
It is proposed here that indeed there is a continuum of disorder which varies from no 
disorder to disorder. Results from Study Two provided important empirical evidence 
that supports this idea. This study measured the influence of eight physical 
dimensions on feelings of safety, which included incivilities and other physical
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characteristics taken from the literature in the field and findings from the present 
investigation1.
Results showed that street lighting is the physical characteristic that contributes the 
most to either feel safe or unsafe, followed by maintenance and signs of decay (of 
streets, houses and cars) and wealth. In most cases, attributes that were rated as 
salient for feeling safe have their opposites that elicit unsafe feelings. Street lighting 
(sufficient-insufficient), maintenance of houses and streets (well maintained-run 
down, clean-dirty facades, graffiti), occupied or vacant houses, are all salient 
physical attributes that if positive evaluated then they contribute to feeling safe, but if 
they are negatively evaluated then people might feel unsafe.
However, not all of the salient physical attributes identified were similarly ranked 
when their contribution to feeling safe or unsafe was investigated. That is, time of 
the day (day-night time), cleanness of streets, wealth (affluent-deprived), conditions 
of cars (well maintained-abandoned), windows (broken-no broken), and level of 
noise (quiet-noisy), despite being salient attributes some seem to be more important 
to feeling safe than to feeling unsafe.
For instance, whereas the contribution of sufficient lighting, day time, and well kept 
houses were ranked first, second and third to feeling safe, respectively, their 
opposite attributes (insufficient lighting, night time and run down houses) were 
ranked first, fifth and sixth for feeling unsafe which in turn seems to be more affected 
by houses with broken windows, abandoned vehicles and deprivation. This might 
mean that modifying physical attributes traditionally associated with unsafe feelings 
will not necessarily elicit the opposite perception, as there are other attributes that if 
uncared will lessen the effect of modifications done.
Results from this study differ from other scholars in the field of fear of crime, in that 
findings show that graffiti, noise, and litter, are not as salient as lighting and overall 
maintenance. This result is important because most researchers, designers and 
policy makers make of these attributes a requisite to promote safety and reduce 
crime. For example, a recent study (The Economist, 2008) demonstrated that graffiti
1 The physical dimensions measured were: Maintenance of houses, streets, and cars; physical 
incivilities; type of neighbourhood; wealth; lighting; visibility; location (urban, rural); and conditions of 
green foliage.
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and litter elicited law-level law breaking behaviours and the author concluded that 
the assumptions made by the broken windows theory still hold. The problem is that 
graffiti and litter were not compared against other attributes that seem more 
important such as the ones suggested in this thesis.
One of the problems found in current research in the field, is that same physical 
attributes are investigated without considering the added and more significant effect 
of other attributes such as maintenance not only of windows and houses but streets, 
pathways, roads and cars. As Semmens (2004) notes: most research results in the 
field comes from repetitive and unimaginative studies which do nothing more than 
replicate old findings and confirm existing confusions and contradictions.
Literature reviewed and results from Study One suggest that presence and 
conditions of greenery, boarded-up buildings, mixed or residential neighbourhoods, 
traffic, type of house (detached, semidetached or terraced), location (urban-rural 
areas), season of the year, prospect and physical density, also contribute to 
perception of safety. Findings from the present investigation showed that their 
contribution is rather ambiguous, or at least when they are compared with the most 
salient physical attributes identified above.
Based upon previous results, three places with significant different levels of 
disorder, safety and risk were created by manipulating their physical features such 
as conditions of walls and windows, cleanliness of the streets and houses, 
conditions and number of cars, and conditions and amount of green foliage. The 
photographs were taken at daytime and no people were included. For example, the 
degraded place contained dilapidated houses, broken windows and graffiti, dirtiness, 
more cars, and no pruned vegetation. The improved place looked tidier, with well 
maintained houses and newer windows, it was cleaner, with fewer cars, and well 
shaped green foliage.
Even though modifications done to the original place included some of the salient 
attributes that contribute to participants’ feelings of safety, other attributes were 
considered such as greenery and graffiti. Whether it was only the salient attributes 
which influenced participants’ perceptions of places or rather the combined effect of 
all them, it is unknown. What it was clear was that physical modifications done did
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work as to create three places with different levels of perceived disorder, safety and 
risk.
To conclude, it can be argued that the notion of disorder is a relative concept that 
needs to be revised. Some of its physical attributes have been identified here but 
more research including its social and even psychological components is needed. 
What it is clear is that disorder is different from incivilities, and the former seems to 
be more context and psychosocial dependant than the latter.
How many and which attributes are sufficient to raise unsafe perceptions is still 
unknown and research investigating this and the interaction between different 
attributes is needed. As Sampson and Raudenbush (2005) point out: perceived 
disorder matters for reasons that extend far beyond the mere presence of “broken 
windows”.
9.4.3 The mediating role of risk perception
A major contribution of this thesis was the inclusion and conceptualisation of risk 
perception as a key factor to explain perceptions of safety in residential 
neighbourhoods. It was postulated that:
• H4: Risk perception partially mediates the relationship between perceived
disorder and perceived safety.
In response to the rather deterministic and narrow view of the broken windows 
theory and the incivilities thesis, it was suggested that risk perception is a key 
process that needs to be investigated if fear of crime and unsafe feelings are to be 
explained (Ferraro, 1995; Garofalo, 1981; Innes & Jones, 2006; Jackson, 2008; 
Semmens, 2004). From this thesis point of view, it is believed that if individuals’ 
perceptions of safety about victimisation are to be explained this cannot be 
accomplished by reference to perceptions of disorder but the process implicated in 
risk assessment need to be included. It was argued that whilst perceptions of 
disorder are important, its relationship with perceptions of safety is partially 
mediated by risk perception. .
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Based upon conceptual premises and empirical contributions from the theoretical 
frameworks reviewed in this thesis, the conceptual model presented in Chapter Four 
explained that perceptions of safety are the outcome of the interaction between 
socio-demographic factors, environmental cues and risk perception, where the 
situation and the overall context also matter.
More specifically, this model tested the influence that age, gender, victimisation 
experience, perceived similarity, likeability of the place, physical and social disorder, 
and risk perception have in perceptions of safety. Study Three was designed to 
investigate how such relationships occur in three places with different levels of 
disorder. The potential mediating role of risk perception was also investigated in this 
study. Three characteristics of risk perception were considered: perceived 
vulnerability, perceived control, and perceived frequency of occurrence of specific 
dangers.
Results revealed that the three aspects of risk perception and perceived similarity 
(or the extent a person feels identified with others and the place itself), significantly 
predicted perceptions of safety in the degraded and the actual places. It seems that 
risk perception is crucial to predict safety in places characterised by disorder and a 
feeling that residents and others do not share same beliefs and values with the 
perceiver.
Perceived vulnerability and sense of community significantly predicted perceptions 
of safety in the improved place. This might mean that finding ordered places where 
strong community bonds are common provides certainty about residents since 
social support and emotional connections are more likely to occur (Fisher, Sonn, & 
Bishop, 2002). The fact that the improved place was perceived as somewhat 
physically disordered may explain why perceived vulnerability was a significant 
predictor of safety in this place.
Surprisingly, neither socio-demographic characteristics (gender, age, and 
victimisation experience) nor the attributes associated with disorder predicted safety 
when the other variables were included in the regression model. This result 
contradicts previous research (Brantingham & Brantingham, 1995; Franzini, O’Brien, 
Murray, & O’Campo, 2008; Friederichs & Blasius, 2003; Garofalo, 1981; Kuo &
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Sullivan, 2001; Miceli, Rocato & Rosato, 2004; Nasar & Jones, 19987; Newman, 
1996; Skogan, 1990; Stamps, 2005; Wilson & Kelling, 1982).
For example, Innes and Fielding (2002), and Innes (2006), argue that criminal 
incidents (signal crimes) and disorder (signal disorder) are the most important risk 
factors that affect our perceptions of safety and future reactions. However, this 
thesis holds that such a view is rather incomplete since risk is not only based on 
social meanings and the hazard’s characteristics, but more importantly, on personal 
inferences about hazards where perceived sense of community, similarity, personal 
vulnerability and controllability affect our perceptions of safety.
It seems that despite the physical environment providing valuable information about 
places, it is the perception of risk and personal inferences about residents’ social 
involvement with their community and how alike residents might be to oneself, what 
helps individuals assess levels of safety. Again, it is people in places and the 
estimated risk that matter the most.
Study Three also investigated the potential mediating role of risk perception. As 
expected, findings demonstrated that indeed risk perception is a mediator of such 
relationship since the effect of disorder on safety became small when the three 
determinants of risk perception were included, especially in the degraded place 
where it was no longer significant.
What this is telling us is that the more disordered a place is perceived the more a 
person relies on the perception of risk to estimate how safe she or he might be. That 
is, we not only rely upon observed or inferred attributes of places and hazards to 
estimate the levei of safety but on other more individual factors such as how 
frequent dangers are perceived, how vulnerable to suffering any type of harm one 
might be, and how controllable hazards and consequences are. This finding 
represents an important conceptual contribution to the field.
In all cases, perceived vulnerability was the strongest predictor and mediator. Killias 
(1990) and Semmens (2004) recognised that vulnerability is at the core of the 
problem in explaining fear of crime though their conceptual development was weak 
and they did not provide empirical evidence to support their ideas.
232
Marcela Acuna Rivera CHAPTER NINE. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Killias, for example, conceived vulnerability as a physical estate that impedes people 
to protect and defend themselves which results in loss of control. Women and the 
elderly are good examples of vulnerable people. He also points out that the 
interaction between exposure to non-legible risk, anticipation of serious 
consequences, and loss of control is the most significant factor to elicit fear of crime.
A major problem with Killias and Semmen’s standpoints is that concepts such as 
risk, risk perception, vulnerability, seriousness of the consequences, and likelihood 
of occurrence-are not clearly defined. More over, no empirical evidence was 
provided. This thesis posited that risk perception is a complex and multidimensional 
concept that encompasses all of the above plus socio-demographic characteristics 
of the perceiver, beliefs, values experience, and socio-cultural factors, as well as 
qualitative characteristics of the threat
This thesis considers vulnerability as a subjective evaluation of an individual’s 
susceptibility when facing threatening events that may harm them or the things they 
value. Previous research results suggest that perceived vulnerability is a necessary 
requirement to risk perception which has been supported in the present investigation 
(Weyman & Kelly, 1999).
It seems plausible to conclude that estimating personal safety implies more than 
assessing how physically and socially disordered a place is. The present 
investigation demonstrated that there are other psychosocial factors such as 
perceived similarity and sense of community which matter more than perceived 
disorder to feel safe. More importantly, understanding risk perception is crucial if the 
relationship between perceived disorder and safety is to be explained. This is just an 
initial model and therefore it is susceptible to modifications. More research refining 
the relationships suggested and the likely interactions between all elements 
proposed, is needed.
Finally, findings from this thesis have demonstrated that the relationship between 
disorder and safety is not as straight as some scholars might think and that it is time 
for scientists, designers and policy makers to move away from the Broken Windows 
Theory. Attempts to reduce fear and unsafe perceptions by simply modifying the 
physical environment have proved insufficient. Here it has been demonstrated that
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risk perception better accounts for perceptions of safety about victimisation than 
perceived disorder.
9.4.4 The acceptability of risks
This thesis argues that research on reactions to crime and perceptions of safety 
should not only incorporate the perception of risks but how much they are accepted, 
since it is believed that this can lessen or heighten initial perceptions of places, risk 
and safety. Here it was hypothesised that:
H5: Voluntariness, salience of the event and estimated costs and benefits 
influence the acceptability of risks.
The underlying idea of the acceptability of risk concept is that there are no standard 
levels of hazards and consequences that might be accepted or tolerated by all 
societies at any point in time. What can be a risk for one individual may not be for 
another; or what can be considered as risky in a certain moment may not be in 
another time even for the same person.
In order to investigate when, how and why participants accepts risks, Study Three 
described a hypothetical scenario which involved a short descriptive sketch of a 
significant situation where participants had to choose amongst different options. This 
was done for each of the three places evaluated (the degraded, the as it is, and the 
improved places).
Results revealed that because the scenario described was significant to the majority 
of the participants, they accepted the likely risk imposed by the event and found 
ways of facing it. Interestingly, the perceived levels of disorder, risk and safety did 
not affect the participants’ desire of visiting their friend, but the way to get there. It 
seems that despite recognising the risk or risks associated to the event, the salience 
of the situation, the affects involved and the voluntariness of the risk influenced 
participants to evaluate the costs and benefits of each option available, which in turn 
led them to adjust their thoughts and possible future behaviour.
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Going by bus and 5 minutes walk was the preferred option but fewer participants 
would do that in the degraded place where getting by taxi and paying 15 pounds 
was also a suitable option for some participants, most of them women. More 
participants would go by car in the improved place. Interestingly, almost a fourth of 
the sample did not accept the risk in the degraded place and preferred to either 
have dinner somewhere else or catch up on the phone instead; again, most of them 
were women.
Findings revealed that participants weighted the situation in terms of time spent and 
cost of each option provided, and even re-considered the “safeness” of the place. 
Participants’ reasoning involved different factors: the salience of the situation, the 
alternatives offered, the time of the event (despite the photographs were taken with 
day light, they imagine themselves at night because they were having dinner with 
their friend), and the possibility of getting lost and ending in a dangerous place. 
Thus, the option chosen was the most convenient for them either because they 
saved money or time, or because they did not put at risk themselves or their cars, or 
all of them.
Most research in the field of risk perception has demonstrated that risks that are 
voluntary undertaken are more likely to be accepted. Fischhoff (1985) argues that 
people may accept risks and the possibility of being harmed if it serves other 
significant goals, but will reject any possibility of harm if they think the risk has been 
imposed on them or is contradictory to their beliefs and values. Results from this 
study confirmed Fischhoff’s arguments since participants preferred to achieve their 
goal and voluntarily accepted the foreseen risks.
Risk perception research has demonstrated that voluntariness, controllability, and 
imaginability of hazards combined with the salience of the situation, personal 
characteristics (beliefs, values, experience, feelings and motives to be exposed with 
the risk) and options available influence our desire to accept risks (Schutz & 
Wiedeman, 2000; Slovic, 1999, 1998). The more voluntary, salient, imaginable, 
controllable, and beneficial the risk the more acceptable it is (Slovic, 1987; Slovic & 
Weber, 2002). Results from this thesis not only confirmed the above but also 
revealed that participants found ways of achieving their goal and reducing, at least 
from their point of view, the risk imposed by the situation.
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To conclude it can be argued once more that factual or observable information is not 
enough for individuals to judge places’ levels of risk and safety. The acceptability of 
risks implies a decision problem involving different alternatives from which at least 
one of them includes a threat to people or the things they value. Option chosen may 
or may not be the one with less risk but the one that provides more benefits either 
actual or psychological.
How safe is safe enough it is difficult to explain since this involves several factors 
related to the individual, the hazard, the consequences, and the context. Thus, 
attempting to identify acceptable or standard levels of order and risk in order to 
create safer environments rather depends on to whom it might be acceptable, when, 
and under what circumstances (Pidgeon, Hood, Jones, Turner, & Gibson, 1992: 92).
Often answers to these types of questions are given from scientific and 
governmental points of view without the consideration of lay people own ideas. 
Investigating them will prove beneficial to understand at least in part why some 
communities seem to be more disorder and risk tolerant and why particular people 
are more fearful and unsafe than others.
9.4.5 Personal attributes and its effect on perceptions of safety
Because of inconsistencies found regarding the influence that socio-demographic 
attributes have in perceptions of safety, it was decided to include some of them in 
order to clarify why and under what circumstances differences are greater. One 
hypothesis was developed on this regard:
H6: Age, gender, victimisation experience, citizenship, perceived similarity, and 
likeability, significantly influence perceptions of disorder, risk, and safety.
Previous research findings regarding the role socio-demographic characteristics 
have in place assessment and feelings of safety, have not been conclusive. Some 
authors have found that women, the elderly, minority groups, the poor, and people 
who have experienced any sort of offences, are more concerned about their safety
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than men, young, native citizens, wealthier groups, and people with no victimisation 
experience (Box, Hale & Andrews, 1988; Ferraro, 1995; Franzini, O’Brien, Murray & 
O’Campo, 2008; Miceli, Roccato & Rosato, 2004; Nasar & Jones, 1997; Stamps, 
2005; Taylor, 1996, 2001). However, other authors do not support such results 
(LaGrange & Ferraro, 1989; Moore & Shepherd, 2007).
Findings from this thesis revealed that whereas few significant differences by 
gender, age, victimisation experience, and citizenship, regarding perceptions of 
disorder and safety were found, risk perception and its acceptability yielded more 
differences. Women and those who have no victimization experience perceived 
more danger and vulnerability than men and participants with victimization 
experience especially in the most degraded place. Notwithstanding the significant 
differences found, all groups showed similar trends in their perceptions of risk, 
disorder, and safety. •
Even though group differences found in this research partially confirmed others 
findings, two things deserve attention. On the one hand, despite the fact that women 
felt more vulnerable than men and with less control in the degraded place, the 
majority of .them accepted the risk imposed by the situation described in the 
hypothetical scenario but selected different ways of facing it in order to reduce the 
anticipated risks. As previously discussed, this again could be related with the 
salience of the situation, its affective connotation, and the perceived benefits and 
costs.
Secondly, and contrary to what others have found, participants with prior 
victimization experience felt less vulnerable and with more control than those who 
do not have such experience. Some authors argue that having experienced certain 
events may lead people to underestimate the event and feel overconfident about 
their ability to face a familiar situation (Weinstein, 1989); or perhaps this group tend 
to take more precautions and hence feel less unsafe (Box et al, 1988). It would be 
important to investigate the reasoning that people who have been victimised have 
when facing familiar events and whether overconfidence or perceived invulnerability 
may explain their reaction.
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Summarising, the differences found between the groups investigated here were 
more evident in relation to risk perception and its acceptability than for perceived 
disorder, especially in the most disordered place. Particularly, women and people 
with no victimisation experience felt more vulnerable than men and those who have 
victimisation experience. More research investigating what, why and under which 
circumstances group differences are greater, is needed.
To conclude, it can be argued that cues to danger are not self-evident, they have to 
be perceived and interpreted by people. Hence establishing standard levels of 
disorder, risk and safety is complicated as it depends on who responds it, to whom 
might it be acceptable, when, and under what circumstances (Pidgeon et al, 1992: 
2).
Modifying the physical environment is not sufficient to reduce fear and unsafe 
feelings, rather understanding how people perceive risks will prove more effective to 
explain perceptions of safety about victimisation. The findings and the conceptual 
model presented in this thesis represent a significant advance in the field as it 
combines concepts and findings from different disciplines and provides conceptual 
and empirical evidence to support the relationships predicted.
9.5 Development of new measures and techniques to investigate perceived 
disorder, risk and safety.
One key objective of this thesis was the development of more adequate measures 
and materials to evaluate the component parts of the model. The empirical 
investigation conducted in this thesis combined qualitative and quantitative methods 
to investigate perceptions of disorder, risk and safety.
Findings from semi-structured interviews using multiple sorting tasks and 
photographs enable the researcher to identify people’s own conceptions about 
places, and what physical and social attributes they take into account when 
evaluating places. In this sense, no meanings or prior categories were imposed to 
participants’ own ideas. This helped the researcher to examine assumptions made
238
Marcela Acufia Rivera CHAPTER NINE. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
in the literature in the field and more importantly, to increase the number of 
characteristics to be included as part of the notion of disorder.
Different to other studies, several dimensions and items measuring each 
component of the model were devised for the present investigation. Often, most 
research asks participants about ‘crime’ in general or ‘how 
safe/fearful/worried/concerned do they feel walking around alone in a certain area at 
night, or how rundown or dilapidated a certain area is. This has been criticised for 
not including more than one or two items, for not distinguishing between specific 
types of offences and their temporal, spatial and social contexts (Farrall et al, 1997).
Different to most research in the area, the investigation conducted in this thesis 
used various dimensions and questions to measure disorder, risk and safety. For 
instance, physical and social disorder was a composite measure of seven 
dimensions in Studies Two and Three, with at least four items in each dimension. 
Not only scientific standpoints taken from the literature but participants’ views were 
considered to develop the scales and photographs used in this investigation. 
Interviews carried out in Study One and open questions included in the remaining 
studies enriched the definition and operationalisation of disorder, risk and safety. 
This provided a more complete understanding of the concepts measured.
Previously, photographs have been used to elicit research participants reactions to 
places but these have tended to be rather impoverished stimulus material. Based 
upon results from qualitative studies and literature in the field, open-ended 
questionnaires and richer panoramic photographs instead of one-shot photos were 
created and subjected to image manipulations. The rationale to do this was based 
upon results from Study One which revealed that participants “imagined” or inferred 
other physical and social attributes in order to make final judgements.
As a way of controlling people’s images of places, it was decided to introduce 
stimulus materials that provided participants with same information at least in 
regards the physical characteristics of the residential neighbourhoods. Panoramic 
photographs provided a wider view and more physical details of the place, and 
participants had same information from which make their judgements. Despite the
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inferential process could not be controlled at least the physical attributes and the 
socio-demographic profile of the places were held constant.
Whereas most research in the field only assesses the effect of dilapidated areas in 
people’s fear and unsafe feelings, this thesis also evaluated somewhat disordered 
and enhanced places in order to confirm whether assumptions made in the field of 
fear of crime held. Interestingly, creating (by means of image manipulation) and 
contrasting the panoramic photographs depicting three places with different levels of 
disorder, risk and safety, allowed the observation that despite safe places may or 
may not be physically disordered, they do not have harmful people.
Even though the use of a hypothetical scenario is not similar to real experience, it 
contextualises a specific situation in terms of space and time, and allows the 
researcher to explore in more detail participants’ thinking and behavioural intentions 
than general questions do. The hypothetical scenario used in Study Three allowed 
the researcher to find out that making decisions is not only a cognitive but also an 
affective task, and that in some cases, affects drive our behaviour (Slovic, 2002; 
Zajonc, 1980).
Using vignettes that measure cognitive and affective elements of safety are more 
informative than asking general and unspecific questions like most research in the 
field do. Nevertheless, measuring affective responses by means of questionnaires 
or interviews partially solves the problem as real reactions would not be 
approached. More creative ways to combine different methods and techniques yet 
are needed.
Findings from this thesis also revealed a major methodological implication that 
deserves attention. Qualitative analysis suggested that despite physical disorder 
emerged in the majority of the participants’ accounts, social disorder and unsafe 
feelings did not. On the contrary, responses to open-ended questionnaires with or 
without the use of photographs suggested that indeed physically disordered places 
are associated with social incivilities and unsafe perceptions. This confirms other’s 
findings (Farrall, Bannister, Ditton, & Gilchrist, 1997; Fattah, 1993).
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Results like these may be misleading because they do not take into account first 
impressions but responses to questions asking about fear, worry, and safety. What it 
seems evident from the above is that methods and techniques used to investigate 
the same topic may yield different conclusions. That is, judging one’s level of safety 
may or may not be part of place assessment, it depends on what and how we ask 
participants to do. Finding new and innovative ways of measuring perceptions of 
safety, risk and other related concepts combining quantitative and qualitative 
techniques is necessary.
9.6 Limitations of the research presented
Various limitations are recognised. Qualitative methods acknowledge the presence 
of possible biases from the researcher that could influence the investigation. Two 
possible biases are acknowledged. Places selected for investigation in Studies One 
and Three may reflect the researcher’s own perceptions and ideas about disorder, 
risk and safety and thus influenced participants' responses to the interview.
Nevertheless, the researcher put all her efforts into ensuring that the analysis 
conducted reflected participants’ own views by considering physical attributes of 
places as main criteria for the selection of photographs and by not imposing pre­
determined categories when analysing data. The reading and re-reading of answers 
also helped to avoid biases from the researcher, as themes and categories found 
were always subjected to verification within and between participants. It is believed 
that rigorous analysis was the key factor in eliciting important findings.
The use of convenience sampling prevented the generalisation of findings to a wider 
population and the low response rate suggests that the sample was not 
representative of the people at the University. In addition, because all participants 
that took part in the research were either studying or working in the same University, 
results may reflect the thinking of an educated middle class group. Notwithstanding 
this, some results are consistent with other’s findings which might be telling us that 
theoretical conclusions come from similar groups.
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Having same participants rating the three photographs evaluated in Study Three 
elicited the order effect discussed in Chapter Six. It was believed that 
counterbalancing the order of presentation of the photographs in Study Three would 
had been sufficient to avoid this type of problems, but this was not the case. 
Analyses performed showed that ratings from the three places were not 
independent from each other which, to a certain extent, introduced some bias in 
participants’ responses. Fortunately, a solution to overcome such effect was found.
Another limitation encountered was that regarding the low reliability of the scale of 
perceived control which lessened the effect that this variable had in perceptions of 
risk and safety as only one item was included in the analyses. It has been 
recognised that perceived controllability has a key role in estimations of risk and its 
acceptability. Thus, developing a more reliable scale to measure this construct 
would be important.
Finally, all photographs used were taken during day time and literature in the field 
argues that different results may be obtained when participants evaluate situations 
at night. Despite it is recognised that using photos depicting places at night may 
yield complementary conclusions and that it would be interesting to confirm this, 
results from Study Three showed that people were capable of imagining situations 
and activities that occur at night. This helped us to investigate not only participants’ 
inferences of places but the anticipation of risks and their consequences.
In spite of the limitations identified, the value of the research presented in this thesis 
remains as it introduces concepts and methods that have not been investigated 
before. The model represents a significant starting point to shift from the broken 
windows theory to a more psychological approach that involves risk perception as a 
key element to understand perceptions of safety about victimisation in residential 
areas.
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9.7 Practical implications
Different theoretical and practical implications from the research conducted in this 
thesis have been identified. First, the psychological framework introduced here 
provides a more comprehensible approach in the understanding of perceptions of 
disorder, risk and safety. In doing so, the components involved have been 
conceptually and operationally defined. This is a significant step which might 
constitute the starting point for future research.
Second, the research presented here introduced new methods and techniques to 
measuring the variables and processes implicated in perceptions of safety about 
victimisation. The use of several dimensions and items to measure perceptions of 
disorder, risk and safety, and the use of panoramic photographs and hypothetical 
scenarios, provided richer and more explicative findings. This emphasises the need 
for more innovative and diverse ways of approaching the problem.
Third, findings also provide feedback to scientists, designers and policy makers by 
suggesting that strategies aimed to reducing fear and unsafe feelings about 
victimisation may be best served if efforts and resources not only concentrate on 
improving the physical environment but more importantly in incorporating people’s 
understandings of places and improving personal and community processes. 
Nevertheless, it is recognised that social researchers should provide clear and 
precise guidelines on what and how to do this.
9.8 Future research
For over 20 years the broken windows theory and further conceptual developments 
have guided scientific research, social policy and city police regulations. 
Nonetheless, the apparent success of this approach seem to be more related to the 
relative easiness with which design and policy measures can be implemented than 
with its effectiveness in reducing unsafe perceptions and crime.
This thesis demonstrated that enthusiasm shown for reduction of unsafe feelings 
through physical design should be moderated and the role that interpretative
243
Marcela Acufia Rivera CHAPTER NINE. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
processes involving psychological factors like risk perception should be considered. 
This thesis has argued that less deterministic and more dynamic and process 
oriented approaches are needed.
By combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies to investigate public’s 
views and perceptions of disorder, risk and safety, future research should look at the 
interaction between psychological, environmental and socio-cultural factors where 
feedback loops should be investigated. It is also necessary to be situational and 
context specific in order to avoid ambiguity in research results.
The conceptual model introduced in this thesis confirmed a series of relationships 
between psychosocial and environmental factors that allowed a more coherent and 
conceptually rich account of perceptions of safety about victimisation in residential 
areas. Despite the fact that this represents a significant advance in the field, the 
model must be replicated and a series of feedback processes should be stated. A 
number of questions remain unanswered.
It is urgent to conduct research to achieve conceptual and operational consensus in 
the definition of key terms such as incivilities, disorder, worry, concern, fear, risk and 
safety. In doing so, further relationships between these and other psychological and 
social constructs could be established.
Even though there is a certain agreement on the physical and social attributes that 
constitute what has been called incivilities, it is yet necessary to investigate how 
many and which incivilities are needed to raise unsafe feelings and fear. It is also 
necessary to investigate the differential effect that the interaction between incivilities 
has in perceptions of places. Answering these questions will necessarily lead to the 
investigation of the continuum of disorder and its components.
This thesis has argued that cues to danger and safety are neither self-evident nor in 
the environment but in people’s minds. Disorder, risk and safety are relative 
concepts that reflect cognitive and affective interpretations of the place, the situation 
and the perceiver. Thus new research should be more process oriented and needs 
to investigate how perceptions and interpretations of the environment and safety are 
construed and adjusted according to personal, social and contextual factors.
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As it was earlier discussed, findings from this thesis confirmed the relationships 
established in the model of safety though new variables and interactions between 
them need to be investigated. Incorporating the influence of affective reactions and 
its interaction with cognitive interpretations is crucial as this will contribute to a better 
understanding of the phenomenon. Some authors support the idea that retrieving 
affective impressions serve as an early warning system that involves intuitive, fast, 
and mostly automatic reactions to danger.
It is also important to investigate under what circumstances people rely more on 
affective reactions or rational thinking, or whether a person’s response rather 
reflects the action of both systems running in parallel (Slovic, 2004) and interacting 
with each other at some point in the process.
Since the model focused primarily on the socio-demographic characteristics of the 
perceiver, future work to encompass the effects of personal traits and socio-cultural 
dispositions is necessary. Investigating fear as a trait, locus of control, self-efficacy, 
and world views, to name a few, would enrich the role that personal factors have in 
people’s perceptions of risk and safety. In addition, it will be important to incorporate 
other psychosocial variables that have proved relevant to explain residential 
satisfaction and sense of community, such as place attachment, social cohesion, 
identity and trust. Considering contextualists formulations to investigate the role that 
social and institutional processes have in amplifying or attenuating public’s views is 
crucial (Innes & Jones, 2006; Thompson & Dean, 1996).
It is also significant to investigate other determinants of risks and their acceptability 
such as perceived seriousness of the risk and its consequences, probability of 
occurrence, immediacy of the consequences, and familiarity. Building and testing 
competing models incorporating these variables would be significant to better 
understand perceptions of safety.
In addition to confirm the relationships suggested in this thesis and consider other 
variables that may account for perceptions of safety about victimisation, it is crucial 
to investigate what types of reactions are elicited when disorder and risk are 
perceived. Is it fear? Safety? Reassurance? Distress? Under what circumstances 
are these elicited? Frequently, researchers assume that certain reactions are
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evoked only because they asked about them but, as findings from this research 
showed, some concepts may not be present in people’s ‘initial’ accounts.
Answering to the questions above necessarily implies to look at the methods and 
techniques used. Findings from this thesis revealed that qualitative analyses yielded 
different conclusions to quantitative ones. This could be related to a number of 
factors such as instructions given, procedure followed when conducting the 
research, the type of questions asked and the way they are asked, options provided, 
materials used, how general or specific the questions are, to name a few.
What this is telling us is that more rigorous research combining qualitative and 
quantitative methods is needed if more reliable and consistent findings are to be 
achieved. This involves the consideration of precise conceptual and operational 
definitions of constructs measured. This will prove beneficial to reduce the ambiguity 
that has characterised the field and research results from different studies could be 
more comparable which in turn will allow the theoretical progress in the field.
9.9 Conclusions
Since the publication of The Broken Windows Theory and further theoretical 
developments there has been the widespread idea that a vandalised neighbourhood 
covered with graffiti, litter, and broken windows, increases antisocial behaviour, fear, 
unsafe feelings and crime. Despite the topic has emerged not only as a political but 
scientific phenomenon, research has been considerably shaped by policy concerns 
(Jackson, 2002). Criminologists, sociologists, designers and policy makers have put 
too much effort in elucidating the implications of physical and social incivilities in 
order to find straight and relatively easy ways of creating safer environments.
Even though research into perceptions of safety and fear of crime has provided 
some insight into the relevance of physical and social incivilities, new conceptual 
trends have largely criticised it for developing narrow and deterministic views of the 
phenomenon, and for being descriptive rather than process oriented. However, old 
and new trends suffer from a lack of a precise conceptual and methodological 
framework, which has yielded inconsistent and contradictory research findings.
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Notwithstanding this, policy makers and designers have used them as guidelines to 
reduce crime and fear.
Findings from this thesis demonstrated that it is not the presence of incivilities what 
matters the most rather it is people in places what make us feel unsafe, and the 
physical environment provide cues that allow us to infer social attributes of residents 
and others in places. It is argued that there is a continuum of disorder along which 
several physical and social attributes are gathered. Despite lighting, maintenance 
and wealth emerged as physical characteristics that contribute the most to feel safe 
or unsafe, here it is believed that the interaction between attributes associated with 
physical and social disorder is more important than investigating the effect of 
specific attributes. More research to identifying the components of disorder and their 
interaction is needed.
It seems plausible to conclude that cues to danger and safety are neither self- 
evident nor in the environment but in people’s minds. Safety and risk are a social 
construction and a representation of reality that originates in the human mind (Renn, 
2005; Rohrman, 1998). Therefore, disorder, risk and safety are conceived as 
relative concepts that reflect cognitive and affective interpretations of the place, the 
situation and the perceiver. In doing so, personal beliefs, affects, experiences, 
motivations, values, the context and socio-cultural factors influence how we perceive 
places.
Attempting to reduce crime, fear and unsafe feelings by merely tackling incivilities 
associated with standard and acceptable views -from experts- is inadequate. 
Incorporating lay people’s understandings and views about disorder, risk and safety 
is necessary (Farrall, Bannister, Ditton, & Gilchrist, 1997). Therefore, more research 
regarding the influence of psychosocial factors is crucial.
This thesis argues that if we are to explain people’s perceptions of safety about 
victimisation we cannot just rely on it being a function of perceptions of disorder but 
more importantly of risk. Research conducted in this thesis revealed that the more 
disordered a place is perceived the more a person relies on the perception of risk to 
estimate how safe she or he might be. In this sense, the relationships depicted in 
the conceptual model proposed in the present investigation were confirmed, except
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for the influence that socio-demographic characteristics of the perceiver have in 
perceptions of safety since neither gender nor age or victimisation experience 
predicted perceptions of safety.
Accepting or tolerating risks that are salient, voluntary undertaken and controllable, 
make people think of ways of facing them independently of how unsafe and risky the 
event or activity has been perceived. This is important. Determining acceptable or 
tolerable levels of disorder and risk is not an easy enterprise as these concepts are 
relative and subjective constructions that are context dependant.
How safe is safe enough? depends on who responds it "to whom might it be 
acceptable, when, and under what circumstances (Pidgeon, Hood, Jones, Turner, & 
Gibson, 1992: 92). Thus investigating the relativity of disorder, safety, risk and their 
acceptability will prove beneficial to understand at least in part why some 
communities seem to be more tolerant or more fearful and unsafe than others.
Finally, it can be argued that moving away from the Broken Windows Theory and 
the incivilities-disorder thesis implies more innovative and creative ways of 
approaching the phenomenon. This is not an easy challenge and'fhore than one 
way of approaching it may be plausible, as Garofalo (1981) notes ‘part of the nature 
of complex social phenomena is that their complexity becomes more apparent as 
they are examined more closely. There is no critical experiment that will answer all 
questions, so there will always be hypothesis to test and new paths of inquiry to 
follow’ (p. 839).
What is a reality is that actual crime and perceptions of safety about victimisation do 
exist. The political and media concerns have ruled the arena and researchers have 
focused on responding to such concerns rather than investigating the causes of 
perceptions of safety and fear about victimisation. Public views should be 
incorporated and understood. Hence, it is time for psychologists to scientifically 
contribute to this field which has previously been dominated by inconsistencies and 
speculative assumptions.
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Instructions for the Multiple Sorting Procedure APPENDIX II
used in Study One
THE MULTIPLE SORTING PROCEDURE
Instructions
Thank you very much fo r taking part in this study. I am interested in knowing what 
people think about some residential areas. So I am asking a num ber o f people to look at 
the following photographs and sort them into groups in such a way that all the 
photographs in any group are s im ilar to each other in some important way and different 
from those in the other groups. You can pu t the pictures into as m any groups as you like 
and put as many pictures into each group as you like. There are no correct answers, it 
is your views that count.
You can think aloud and verbalise any idea that occurs to you as you are sorting the 
pictures, it is worthy information fo r me. I also would like to ask you i f  you do not have 
any inconvenience i f  I record the session ju s t fo r research purposes. A ll data and results 
will be treated as a group and any mention to a specific participant will be made.
Please feel free to ask o r comment anything that comes to your m ind at any time while 
you are sorting the photos. OK, p lease look at the following photographs.
Now carry out the sorting putting the photographs into groups. I also would like you to tell me 
the reasons for your sorting and what it is that the photos in each group have in common. 
Please feel free to tell me whatever occurs to you as you are sorting the photographs.
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Questionnaire Study Two APPENDIX III
Department o f Psychology 
School o f Human Sciences
S t u d y  o n  P e o p l e 's  f e e l in g s  o f  S a f e t y
Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in this study which is focused on 
investigating people’s feelings of safety in residential neighbourhoods. There are 
no correct or incorrect answers, it is your view that counts. Personal data and 
answers will be kept confidential and processed for research purposes only. If you 
are interested results will be available from me at the conclusion of the study.
If you have any queries regarding this study or would like more information about 
it you can either contact me at:
Marcela Acuna-Rivera 
PhD student
Environmental Psychology Programme 
Department o f Psychology, University of Surrey 
Office: 25 AC 04, Phone: 682880 
m.acuna-rivera@ surrey.ac.uk
The questionnaire can either be returned to me through the internal mail, dropped 
into my office or to my pigeon hole in the Psychology Department Staff room 
(6AD02) by 10th December. Please make sure you answer all questions.
Many thanks for your help.
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Part I. Feeling Safe
Please tick the box tha t best indicates how much the presence of the following 
would contribute to you feeling safe in a residential neighbourhood.
ITEMS
Not Very 
at all much
1 2 3 4 5
1. Abundant green foliage
2. Affluent housing
3. Autumn
4. Houses with broken windows
5. Clean streets
6. Daytime
7. Detached houses
8. Not pruned bushes and trees
9. Fences around houses
10. Streets with flats
11. Enough street lighting
12. Graffiti
13. Well maintained streets
14. Busy (vehicular) roads
15. Lack of green foliage
16. Litter on the streets
17. Vacant houses
18. Narrow streets
19. Nighttime
20. No graffiti
21. Noisy neighbours
22. Occupied housing
23. Clear, well organised layout
24. Dirty housing facades
25. Streets with houses only
ITEMS
Not Very 
at all much
1 2 3 4 5
26. Pruned bushes and trees
27. Insufficient street lighting
28. Deprived housing
29. Private housing
30. Quiet neighbourhoods
31. Run down houses
32. Rural
33. Abandoned vehicles
34. Semidetached houses
35. Houses with no windows broken
36. Spring
37. Clean housing facades
38. Streets with houses and shops
39. Confusing layout
40. Run down streets
41. Terraced houses
42. Summer
43. Council housing
44. Urban
45. Weil maintained vehicles
46. Well kept houses
47. Low traffic roads
48. Wide streets
49. Winter
50. Houses without fences around them
From the 50 items on the above list, select the 10 most im portant th a t in combination 
would contribute to  you feeling safe and rank them from the most to  the least, in such a 
way tha t number 1 would be the one tha t contributes the most. Please w rite  the number 
assigned to  each item in the space provided below.
1 . ________________  4 . ______________  7 .____________  1 0 ._______________
2 . _________________  5 ._______________ 8 ._____________
3 . _________________  6 . _______________ 9 . _____________  continue overleaf
Briefly explain why you th ink those 10 items are the ones tha t contributes the most to  you
feeling safe in a residential neighbourhood.
Would you include any other physical aspect not considered in the list? Yes 
I f  yes, which one?
No
Please continue in the next page
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Part I I .  Feeling Unsafe
Please tick the box tha t best indicates how much the presence of the following 
would contribute to you feeling unsafe in a residential neighbourhood.
ITEMS
Not Very 
at all much
1 2 3 4 5
1. Abundant green foliage
2. Affluent housing
3. Autumn
4. Houses with broken windows
5. Clean streets
6. Day time
7. Detached houses
8. Not pruned bushes and trees
9. Fences around houses
10. Streets with flats
11. Enough street lighting
12. Graffiti
13. Well maintained streets
14. Busy (vehicular) roads
15. Lack of green foliage
16. Litter on the streets
17. Vacant houses
18. Narrow streets
19. Nighttime
20. No graffiti
21. Noisy neighbours
22. Occupied housing
23. Clear, well organised layout
24. Dirty housing facades
25. Streets with houses only
ITEMS
Not Very 
at all much
1 2 3 4 5
26. Pained bushes and trees
27. Insufficient street lighting
28. Deprived housing
29. Private housing
30. Quiet neighbourhoods
31. Run down houses
32. Rural
33. Abandoned vehicles
34. Semidetached houses
35. Houses with no windows broken
36. Spring
37. Clean housing facades
38. Streets with houses and shops
39. Confusing layout
40. Run down streets
41. Terraced houses
42. Summer
43. Council housing
44. Urban
45. Well maintained vehicles
46. Well kept houses
47, Low traffic roads
48. Wide streets
49. Winter
50. Houses without fences around them
From the 50 items on the above list, select the 10 most important tha t in combination 
would contribute to you feeling unsafe and rank them from the most to  the least, in such 
a way tha t number 1 would be the one tha t contributes the most. Please w rite  the number 
assigned to  each item in the space provided below.
1 . ______________ 4 .______________  7 .______________  1 0 ._______________
2 . _______________  5 .______________  8 . _______________
3 . _______________  6 . _______________ 9 ._______________  continue overleaf
Briefly explain why you th ink those 10 items are the ones tha t contributes the most to  you 
feeling unsafe in a residential neighbourhood.
Would you include any other physical aspect not considered in the list? Yes No 
I f  yes, which one?
Please continue in the next page
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1. Age: _____ years
2. Sex: Female Male
3. Occupation: ___________  *
4. Are you UK Citizen? Yes No
5. Have you lived in the UK w ith in  the last 5 years? Yes
Part I I I .  General information
<►
Many thanks for your help.
Index of Multiple Deprivation APPENDIX IV
The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD)1
The Index of Multiple Deprivation is a measure o f multiple deprivation at the small area level. 
The model of multiple deprivation which underpins the IMD is based on the idea of distinct 
dimensions of deprivation which can be recognised and measured separately. These are 
experienced by individuals living in an area. People may be counted as deprived in one or 
more of the domains depending on the number of types of deprivation that they experience. 
The overall IMD is conceptualised as a weighted area level aggregation of these specific 
dimensions of deprivation.
The area itself can be characterised as deprived relative to other areas, in a particular 
dimension o f deprivation, on the basis of the proportion of people in the area experiencing 
the type of deprivation in question. In other words, the experience of the people in an area 
give the area its deprivation characteristics. The area itself is not deprived, but the presence 
o f a concentration o f people experiencing deprivation in an area may give rise to a 
compounding deprivation effect -  this is still measured  by reference to those individuals. 
Having attributed the aggregate o f individual experience of deprivation to the area, it is 
possible to say that an area is deprived in that particular dimension. Once the specific 
dimensions of deprivation have been measured, these can be understood as elements of 
multiple deprivation.
The IMD contains seven Domains of deprivation:
1. I ncome deprivation.
2. Employment deprivation.
3. Health deprivation and disability.
4. Education, skills and training deprivation.
5. Barriers to Housing and Services.
6. Living environment deprivation.
7. Crime.
Each Domain contains a number o f indicators, totalling 37 overall.
1 Text included here was taken from the original source.
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GEOGRAPHICAL UNITS FOR THE ID
There was general consensus in the consultation that the ID should be constructed at the 
smallest practicable spatial scale and that the ideal geography should possess relatively 
even sized populations. The Office fo r National Statistics (ONS) have since developed 
geographical units called ‘Super Output Areas’ (SOAs). These are aggregates of Census 
Output areas and will be produced by ONS at three levels. The lowest level is a relatively 
small scale unit, containing an average o f 1,500 people.
Domains and Indicators
Income deprivation Domain: The resultant Domain score was presented as a proportion of 
the population living in low-income families.
Employment deprivation Domain: This Domain measures employment deprivation 
conceptualised as involuntary exclusion of the working age population from the world of 
work.
Health deprivation and disability Domain: This Domain identifies areas with relatively high 
rates of people who die prematurely or whose quality of life is impaired by poor health or who 
are disabled, across the whole population.
Education, skills and training deprivation Domain: The indicators fall into two sub-domains: 
one relating to lack o f attainment among children and young people and one relating to lack 
of qualifications in terms of skills. These two sub-domains are designed to reflect the ‘flow ’ 
and ‘stock’ of educational disadvantage within an area respectively.
Barriers to Housing and Services Domain: The indicators fall into two sub-domains: 
‘geographical barriers’ and ‘w ider barriers’ which includes issues relating to access to 
housing such as affordability. Includes access to services such as shops and supermarkets, 
surgeries, schools, post office, as well as crowding and homelessness.
The Living Environment Deprivation Domain: It comprises two sub-domains: the ‘indoors’ 
living environment which measures the quality o f housing and the ‘outdoors’ living 
environment which contains two measures about air quality and road traffic accidents.
Crime Domain: This Domain measures the rate of recorded crime for four major crime 
themes -  burglary, theft, criminal damage and violence -  representing the occurrence of
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personal and material victim isation at a small area level. When conceptualising the 
neighbourhood deprivation caused by crime, it is important to be clear about three issues: 
definition, location and measurement. These are inextricably linked and together set the 
parameters within which the Domain is situated. In terms of definition, one could choose to 
define the Domain in terms of the number of events or expand the definition to include the 
physical, economic or psychological impacts o f victimisation. Regarding location, one could 
choose to attribute the crime to the area in which it occurred or to the victim ’s home 
neighbourhood.
In terms of measurement, one could focus solely on police recorded crime data or 
supplement this source with other indicators o f criminal activity and social disorder.
Domains are conceived as independent dimensions o f multiple deprivation, each with their 
own additive impact on multiple deprivation. The strength o f this impact, though, should vary 
between Domains depending on their relative importance.
For this update theoretical considerations prevailed. The weights selected for the Domains 
were supported by the research team ’s work, the consultation process and, where available, 
the w ider academic literature. The Income and Employment Domains were regarded as the 
most important contributors to the concept o f multiple deprivation and the indicators 
comprising these Domains were very robust.
Hence it was decided that they should carry more weight than the other Domains. Based on 
these criteria the following weights were used:
The English Indices of Deprivation
Domain Weight
Income deprivation 22.5%
Employment deprivation 22.5%
Health deprivation and disability 13.5%
Education, skills and training deprivation 13.5%
Barriers to housing and services 9.3%
Crime 9.3%
Living Environment deprivation 9.3%
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P ET EN  S T R E E T  D E G R A D E D
The actual place has been modified as to create a more degraded and less attractive place. It now includes more cars and 
litter bins, and a police sign has been drawn in the red car in front of the picture, which also has a broken window and a 
missing tire. Graffiti, dirt and cracks on the walls are now perceptible; broken windows and a skip have been added on the 
right side as to create a more rundown appearance. Unkempt vegetation was also included. The overall idea was to create 
a rundown place were signs of decay and abandonment were evident
The 
three 
photographs 
created 
for Study 
Three 
APPENDIX 
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PETEN STREET IMPROVED
The actual place was manipulated as to create a beautified and more attractive place. Most of the cars were 
removed from the photo, several windows were replaced by newer ones and litter and dirt were removed when 
possible. Well kept and shaped vegetation was added in order to create a more green, private and well cared 
place
Questionnaire for Study Three APPENDIX VI
Pa r t ic ip a n t  N o . _________  Ph o t o g r a p h
UniS
Department of Psychology 
School of Human Sciences
Study  on People 's perception of residential neighbourhoods
Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in this study which is focused on 
investigating people's perception of the physical environment in residential 
neighbourhoods. There are no correct or incorrect answers, it is your view that 
counts. Personal data and answers will be kept confidential and processed for 
research purposes only, so please attempt all questions. If you are interested 
results will be available from me at the conclusion of the study.
If you have any queries regarding this study or would like more information about 
it you can contact me:
Marcela Acuna-Rivera 
PhD student
Department of Psychology
University of Surrey
Office: 25 AC 04, Phone: 682880
m.acuna-rivera@surrev.ac.uk
General Instructions
You have been provided with three photographs depicting specific residential 
neighbourhoods in the UK and three questionnaires to evaluate each place in 
terms of its physical characteristics. Questionnaires are all the same but you are 
given one copy for each photograph. The questionnaire is made up of three 
sections containing instructions for each one of them. You can look at and handle 
each photograph as long as you need and as many times as you want when 
answering the questionnaire. Please attempt all questions. Should you need any 
further clarification please do not hesitate to ask me.
Many thanks for your help.
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PHOTOGRAPH
S ec tio n  I.
Please look at the
place in the 1.
photograph and write
at least 5 words or________ ___
phrases that best
express what you 2.
think and/or feel
when looking at it. ___
II. Please look carefully at the place in the photograph and, from marks out of 10, put the mark that 
best expresses your opinion, with 1 meaning not at all and 10 very much. There are no correct or 
wrong answers; it is your opinion I am interested in.
To what extent th e  p la c e  in the photograph:
‘K
To what extent pe o ple  living in the place in the 
photograph might:
-
ITEM Mark out 
of 10 ■■’ l :
ITEM Mark 
out of 
10
Is desirable Trust each other
I can clearly see what happens on the street Be supportive
Is uncomfortable Be harmful to others
Has pleasant residential roads ‘ V.- Take part in community life
Is noisy Find life difficult
Has good visibility Like to be close to their neighbours
Is highly populated Be noisy neighbours
Has clear pathways Be unpredictable
Is well cared for Be poor
Is dirty -4;v. Be trouble makers
Is a green looking place Share my moral values
Is tidy Be drug takers or alcoholic
Makes me feel at home Look after their neighbourhood
Is affluent Be living under crowded conditions
Is attractive Be uninterested in what happens there
Needs to be repaired Ci-;. Be similar to me
Has traffic problems ':v Be reliable
Is run down p i Be friendly
Is nice Be proud of living there
Is a busy area Enjoy walking in the neighbourhood
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S e c tio n  II. T h e  Situation
Please imagine you have been asked to go for dinner at a close friend’s house (think of an actual very 
close friend of yours) because you have not seen each other for a long time and you do not know 
his/her new place. Your friend’s house is at the end of the street in the photo. You have the address 
but do not know where the house is. You have also been told that the house is close to a dangerous 
neighbourhood. Looking at the place in the photograph and considering that you are going by yourself, 
please circle the option that best describes what you would actually do in these circumstances. 
Remember that there are no correct or wrong answers, it is your views that count.
a. Take a bus because you were told that it is very cheap and that it will leave you near your
friend's house (5 minutes walk away).
b. Go by car although you cannot park in front of your friend’s place because it is residential 
use only. However, there is a pay and display car park nearby (10 minutes walk away).
c. Take a taxi that would take you right to your friends place and cost about £15.
d. Suggest to your friend that you have dinner somewhere else explaining that you do not 
know the place where she/he lives.
e. Decide to catch up on the phone instead.
Why did you choose that option? Please explain.
Considering the situation above, please answer the following:
Not at all 
Very much
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
To what extent is meeting your friend significant to you?
How important would it be for you to get there?
How familiar does the place in the photo feel to you?
Please now think of the place in the photo while you answer the following questions.
How likely is it that you would:
Not Very
at all much
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Be worried about the possibility of victimisation
Feel able to handle any unexpected problem
Phone your friend if you got lost
Feel secure because it is an unthreatening place
Avoid encounters with people around the place
Think people would help you if you needed it
Feel confident while walking there
Think you would be in trouble if you get lost
Ask people for help if you think you are in trouble
Think nothing bad will happen to you
Feel uneasy because you do not know what to expect
Think you might be attacked by a stranger
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Section III. Please indicate how frequent do you think that the following would occur in the 
place depicted in the photograph:
Never Always
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Abandoned cars
Physical or verbal attacks by people
Litter on the streets
Mugging
Car thefts
Robberies
Rowdy teens
Burglaries
Public drinking
Vandalism
Police officers around the place
Domestic violence
Street fights
From marks out of 10 (where 10 is totally safe and 1 totally unsafe), please indicate how safe you think 
the place you are living in at the present moment is?
Mark_____
Your details:
Age_________ years Sex: Female □  Male □
Your postcode:___________________
Where are you from? (country)___________________________________________________
What is your ethnicity?__________________________________________________________
Have you lived in the UK for: 1 year □  1 to 2 years □  3 to 5 years □  More than 5 years □
Are you a car owner? Yes □  No □
Have you ever been: Physically or verbally attacked
(You can tick more than one): Mugged
Robbed
Burgled
Have you ever heard about your relatives or close friends experiencing any of the above? 
Yes □  No □
Many thanks for your help.
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The order effect APPENDIX Vila
Results for the two-way mixed design ANOVAs for each dimension measured evaluated before 
variables were transformed.
DIMENSION EFFECTS STATISTICS
Maintenance Maintenance F(2,208)=726.317; p=.000
Order F(2,104)=8.348; p=.000
Leqibility Leqibility F(2,226)=90.456; p=.000
Leqibility * Order F(4,226)=2.953; p=.025
Order F(2,113)=5.706; p=.004
Gender * Order F(2,113)=3.147; p=.047
Deprivation Deprivation F(2,222)=345.760; p=.000
Deprivation * Order F(4,222)= 2.548; p=.040
Order F(2,U1)= 3.743; p=.027
Sense of community Sense of community F(2,224)= 169.531; p=.000
Gender F(l,112)=6.790; p=.010
Order F(2,112)=10.006; p=.000
Social incivilities Social incivilities F(2,226)=274.437; p=.000
Similarity Similarity F(2,216)=257.373; p=.000
Order F(2,108)=6.705; p=.002
Likeability Likeability F(2,220)=468.593; p=.000
Likeability * Order F(4,220)=3.938; p=.004
Gender F(l,110)=8.583; p=.004
Order F(2,110)=6.137; p=.003
Vulnerability Vulnerability F(2,222i=149.924; p=.000
Gender F(l,lll)=15.329; p.000
Order F(2,lll)=8.196; p.000
Frequency of occurrence Frequency F(2,208)=381.738; p=.000
Order F(2,104)=5.356; p=.006
Safety Safety F(2,214)=330.664; p=.000
Gender F( 1,107^=16.729; p=.000
Order F(2,107)=3.454; p=.035
Ask people for help Ask for help F(2,216)=67.891; p=.000
Handle problems Handle problems F(2,226)=39.090; p=.000
Gender F(l,113)= 23.203; .000
Avoid encounters Avoid encounters F(2,228)= 57.146; p.000
Avoid encounters * Order F(3,228)=4.120; p.059
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The order effect APPENDIX Vllb
Results for the two-way mixed design ANOVAs for each dimension measured.
DIMENSION EFFECTS STATISTICS
Maintenance Maintenance F(2,208)= 780.863; p=.000
Legibility Leqibility F(2,226)= 77.490; p=.000
Deprivation Deprivation F(2,222)= 345.760; p=.000
Sense of community Sense of community F(2,201)= 169.531 p=.000
Social incivilities Social incivilities F(2,226)= 274.437; p=.000
Similarity Similarity F(2,203)= 257.373; p=,000
Likeability Likeability
Gender
F(2,220)= 468.593; p=.000 
F(l,110)= 6.137; p=.000
Vulnerability Vulnerability
Gender
F(2,202)= 149.924; p=.000 
F ( l, l l l )=  15.329; p=.000
Danqer Danqer F(2,208)= 381.738; p=.000
Safety Safety
Gender
F(2,214)= 330.664; p=.000 
F( 1,107)= 16.729; p=.000
Ask people for help Ask for help F(2,216)= 67.891; p=.000
Handle problems Handle problems 
Gender
F(2,210)= 39.090; p=.000 
Ff 1,113)= 23.203; p=.000
Avoid encounters Avoid encounters F(2,209)= 57.146; p=.000
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Exploratory factor analysis on items associated with APPENDIX Villa
perceptions of physical and social disorder. Study Three._____________________
Scree Plot
Com ponent Number
Scree plot produced by the first factor analysis 
performed on the items associated with perceived 
physical and social disorder.
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Results from the second order factor analysis on items APPENDIX Vlllb
associated with perceptions of physical and social disorder.
Study Three._____________________________________________________________
FACTORS
I .
Place
related
I I .
Social
disorder
I I I .  
Sense of 
community
IV .
Good
visibility
% of variance 49.69 8.49 4.34 3.90
Cronbach's
Alpha .97 .92 .90 .61
ITEMS Comm1
The place is attractive .863 .819 -.334 | .242 .151
The place is desirable .832 .773 -.353 .317 .102
The place has pleasant residential 
roads
.825 .769 -.372 .227 .208
The place is nice .861 .765 -.347 .362 .156
The place is well cared for .836 .740 -.461 .274 .028
It makes me feel at home .786 .734 -.344 .286 .219
The place is affluent .664 .704 -.376 .094 .134
The place is tidy .783 .698 -.531 .095 .075
People might be similar to me .664 .677 -.113 .436 -.042
People enjoy walking in the 
neighbourhood
.646 .660 -.268 .366 .074
People might be proud of living there .587 .636 -.233 .343 .098
People might be poor .741 -.604 .597 -.119 .065
People look after their 
neighbourhood
.764 .582 -.443 .477 -.021
It is a green looking place .431 .558 -.234 .166 .196
People might be harmful to others .696 -.291 .716 -.300 .088
The place has traffic problems .564 -.034 .704 -.001 -.259
People might be trouble makers .751 -.374 .697 -.342 .096
People might be noisy neighbours .627 -.357 .681 -.187 .036
People might be living under 
crowded conditions
.524 -.264 .656 -.033 -.152
The place needs to be repaired .732 -.557 .646 -.046 .043
The place is run-down .739 -.536 .629 -.229 .065
People find life difficult .527 -.357 .627 -.015 -.073
People might be unpredictable .644 -.241 .621 -.446 -.031
People might be drug takers or 
alcoholic
.630 -.397 .598 -.339 .007
The place is dirty .654 -.505 .594 -.170 .136
The place is noisy .447 -.364 .560 -.036 -.003
People might be supportive .770 .244 -.243 .782 .199
People take part in community life .614 .147 -.045 .753 .150
People like to be close to their 
neighbours
.603 .025 .190 .744 .109
People trust in each other .674 .285 -.176 .706 .252
People might be friendly .631 .328 -.244 .674 .095
People might be reliable .583 .306 -.333 .612 .055
People share my moral values .639 .448 -.197 .610 -.164
People might be uninterested on 
what happens there
.472 -.208 .437 -.458 -.168
The place has good visibility .645 .175 .019 .250 .743
I can clearly see what happens on 
the street
.591 .033 .030 .195 .742
The place has clear pathways .541 .330 -.434 .019 .494
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Results from the exploratory factor analysis on items APPENDIX IX
associated with perceptions of physical and social
disorder
FACTORS
I.
Minor
offences
II.
Serious
offences
III.
Control
IV.
Vulnerable
% of variance 44.28 9.69 7.42 5.25
Cronbach's
Alpha .92 .87 .65 .75
ITEMS Comm
Vandalism .827 .846 .216 -.190 .167
Rowdy teens .802 .812 .269 -.258 .061
Litter on the streets .711 .809 .099 -.206 -.066
Public drinking .724 .805 .163 -.139 .173
Physical or verbal attacks by people .692 .713 .309 -.157 .251
Abandoned cars .677 .653 .371 -.251 .223
Street fiqhts .704 .612 .458 -.115 .327
Police officers around the place .545 .499 .339 .262 .334
Domestic violence .485 .466 .444 -.034 .263
Burqlaries .754 .125 .857 -.061 .031
Robberies .765 .216 .840 -.104 .048
Car thefts .743 .478 .659 -.203 .198
Muqqinq .687 .502 .628 -.137 .150
Think people would help you .583 -.165 -.218 .712 -.040
Ask people for help .592 -.335 -.016 .682 -.118
Feel able to handle any problem .478 -.112 .003 .622 -.281
Think nothinq bad will happen to you .668 -.045 -.208 .603 -.509
Think you would be in trouble if you get lost .669 .181 .039 -.326 .727
Think you miqht be attacked by a stranger .635 .070 .289 -.228 .703
Avoid encounters with people in the place .593 .490 -.059 -.053 .589
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